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THE HOLY GRAIL


29 December 2010, Melbourne


IT is just after 3 p.m. on the fourth day of the Melbourne Test. We are sitting in the cavernous MCG dressing rooms – Aussie Rules teams use them to warm up in, so there are kicking nets everywhere. We have won the Ashes! And we’ve done it in Australia – for the first time in a generation! Make that two generations. Twenty-four years of hurt.


Paul Collingwood, Kevin Pietersen, Ian Bell, Alastair Cook and I have been chatting about the differences from the Melbourne Test four years ago. The contrast couldn’t be greater. Back then, the Ashes had already been sacrificed and we’d been humiliated at the MCG. We’d batted first on Boxing Day and been bowled out very cheaply – I was Shane Warne’s 700th Test wicket. Australia got 419 and we were bowled out cheaply again. We lost by an innings in three days. Afterwards, we sat in those enormous dressing rooms, feeling terrible.


Now here we are, in the same spot, with completely contrasting emotions. We have beaten Australia by an innings, for the second time in the series, and retained the Ashes. We’ve come such a long way in those four years. For me to be involved in the management side is really satisfying, but the way the players have developed is great testament to them and their willingness to push themselves after that chastening experience.


Having that context makes our celebrations all the more special, because the boot was so firmly on the other foot four years ago. We had to face the fact then that we were miles off the standard we needed to be, and it was embarrassing to realise that we were second-class citizens next to that Australian team. Not only that, but we were constantly being made to pay for it off the pitch, with Aussies coming up and telling us we were useless, and English supporters saying that we were a disgrace and should be ashamed to be putting on those Three Lions. For the likes of Collingwood and myself, it was certainly the lowest point in our careers. Even Pietersen, although he scored runs in that series, still had to endure all that stuff off the pitch.


This time, our families came to join the celebrations for a while, which was fantastic, and then they left us to it. I said a few words, Andy said a few words. I proposed toasts to the support staff, who do so much hard work and never get the praise. Then there were a couple of toasts to absent friends.


We all felt for Stuart Broad not being there, having played such an important part at the beginning of the tour and in our progress as a side over the eighteen months leading up to the Ashes. Graham Gooch had gone home for Christmas and we felt he deserved to be there as much as anyone for the sheer volume of work he had put in during the early part of the tour. Despite all he’s achieved in the game, he’s first at the ground every morning, throwing thousands of balls for the players, and he’s a great example of someone who is willing to do the hard work for the team rather than just for himself. We missed him greatly.


What makes those times so special is the strength of the emotions. There were more toasts, then the guys moved from group to group, talking about what had gone on, reminiscing about moments that had stood out in the series. There was a real sense that we’d been through it all together. At no stage of the tour had there been cliques or anything like that, and certainly at this time of victory and celebration it was very special to have such a close-knit group of players. That moment as much as anything completely vindicated the decision to go on a team-bonding camp before the tour.


When we had turned up at the MCG that morning Australia were six down and still 246 behind. Harris wasn’t expected to bat, so we knew we only needed three wickets. It was possibly the most frustrating session of cricket I have ever played. It was horrendous out there. In a situation like that, you can’t help expecting it to happen – you’re sure there’s enough in the wicket to make it happen. But you have to control your emotions; you’re so close to what you came for but you’re not there yet.


Siddle was chancing his arm and frustrating us, and Haddin was proving difficult to remove. A few of our fielders were getting irritated with each other. Swann kept on almost getting them out, but the ball would just clear the ropes or go wide of the fielders. Fortunately, Siddle eventually slogged one to Pietersen running round from long-on, then Hilfenhaus inside-edged a ball from Bresnan and Matt Prior took a great catch down the leg side – and there was pandemonium.


There were so many emotions – joy, relief, satisfaction after all the hard work we’d put in – suddenly it had all been worthwhile. For those of us who had been there four years ago it was revenge, and for guys who had never played at the MCG before it was surely the finest Test match they’d ever experienced.


Above all, it was thoroughly deserved. That was the incredible thing, just looking at each other and saying, ‘We’ve done it – we have done it. We’ve retained the Ashes.’ There was no worrying about going on to win the series or anything like that. At that stage it was a matter of appreciating that we’d done something pretty amazing. It wasn’t just the fact that we’d retained the Ashes, but the manner in which we’d won the two games. We’d been so utterly dominant.


There hadn’t been much chance for me to say anything to the team straight after the game. There were high-fives and hugs for all the support staff, then just time for a couple of sips of beer before I headed out again for all the interviews, while the lads set off on a lap of the pitch. I finally joined them just as they were doing the Sprinkler Dance in front of the Barmy Army. I was worried that it might come across as being triumphant, but at that time it seemed the right thing to do, and the players certainly enjoyed it.


It was only after we’d completed the lap of the pitch and got back to the dressing rooms that it all sank in. For me those times after you’ve won something significant are the reason you play cricket. You talk about what’s happened in the matches; you talk about the personal battles you’ve been having with yourselves as much as anything, the lack of sleep, feeling uncomfortable against a certain bowler – and suddenly it doesn’t matter, because you’ve won.


KP came over and said, ‘This is our best achievement ever on a cricket field. No one can ever take this away from us.’ I looked at him and it was true. We’d won the Ashes Down Under – the holy grail. We’d found the holy grail after twenty-four years of searching. And this is how we did it.
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STEPPING STONES


January 2009


THE situation when we got back from the 2008 tour of India was a bit of a train crash. On TV it was flashing up on Sky News that Kevin Pietersen had demanded that Peter Moores should go, and the ECB were deciding what course of action they were going to take.


Those of us who had been involved in India knew that something had to give – it had been pretty unworkable between Pietersen and Moores. They hadn’t got on before Pietersen took over the captaincy. They just didn’t see eye to eye on the way the England team should be run. Moores was very keen on pushing players all the time. He’d always be in your ear about doing more slip-catching, or improving one certain shot, or making sure you were measuring your hydration levels. KP, being the character he is, likes to be left to his own devices to play his own game. So there was conflict there from the start.


Once they were together as captain and coach there was a strong feeling in the team that it would be okay as long as England were winning, but as soon as we started losing, it was going to be tough for them to work together, and that’s what happened in India. Their relationship was very fraught. They weren’t really talking much to each other, and I think the players all felt that they were caught in the middle and being forced into one camp or another. It was horrible.


When Pietersen had been appointed, I was frustrated. Not so much because I hadn’t been made captain, but because the selectors hadn’t come up to me and said, ‘Look, you’re a strong candidate for the job, but we want one captain for all forms of the game.’ I could definitely understand their reasons for it, but I was still a little dispirited at the thought that my chance might have passed. Obviously, I’d had opportunities to captain England prior to that, but it suddenly became very clear that they’d chosen to look beyond me. And that was fine – I wasn’t going to make a big song and dance about it, but deep down I was thinking, ‘I would love to have done that job.’


In India there had been some chat about how it would play out – is Moores going to stay on? Is KP going to stay on? I still had ambitions to do the job again, but at that stage I was beginning to think that there might be some sense in passing it on from our generation – the likes of me, Flintoff, Pietersen, Collingwood – and going straight to Cook or someone like that, so that they could refresh the team. Cook was very in tune with the younger players.


While the Pietersen and Moores story rumbled on, Hugh Morris, the England Cricket managing director, rang me and asked what my thoughts were on the whole situation. I said we should consider moving on to someone like Cook – by this time it had become pretty clear that KP wasn’t going to keep his position. Morris said, ‘That’s fine, but would you be willing to do it if we offered it to you?’ And I said I would.


Things were happening very fast, and I had to think about what it meant for our family. I wasn’t playing one-day cricket at that stage, so did it mean I was going to come back in the one-day side? I’d seen how much the job had taken out of Nasser Hussain and Michael Vaughan, and so I had to get my head round the whole idea of the challenge that lay in front of me. Pretty soon afterwards, national selector Geoff Miller asked me to come to Lord’s, and that was when I was actually offered the job.


Once we got the formalities out of the way I had the press conference. It was quite a nerve-wracking experience, because cricket was in the news for the wrong reasons: the Pietersen and Moores saga had put us on the front page of the papers. So facing me at Lord’s were a huge number of journalists, firing questions that varied dramatically in nature – from the bog-standard cricketing stuff to ‘How are you going to heal these wounds?’, ‘Which players are for who?’ and ‘Which players are against who?’


The real nitty-gritty had to start pretty quickly. We were leaving for the tour of the West Indies in eight or nine days, and I had to sit down with Andy Flower, who’d been appointed stand-in coach. He had quite deep reservations about whether he should be taking over in those circumstances. He was very close to Peter Moores, and he’d heard that Pietersen had wanted him out as well.


We went to see a conflict-resolution specialist in the City to talk about how to deal with the situation. The first thing we were told was that we had to gauge where the players were with this, so we needed to talk with them individually. So that’s what I did. It became clear quite quickly that the players just wanted to move on and get behind something, and not be stuck in the middle. In any case, a lot of the problems had been solved now because the captain and coach who didn’t get on were no longer there.


Another thing the specialist raised was the need to put together a code of values as a group. People talk about charters and so on, and I’d always been cynical about that sort of thing, but they said, ‘Look, this is a great opportunity for you to turn over a new leaf for the side. How do you want to go about playing your cricket? What does it mean to play for England? How are you going to operate on this tour? Without some ideas that the players have some involvement in, you’re always going to be banging your head against a brick wall.’ So they helped us come up with a very rudimentary first draft of a charter with the players at the airport before we left.


One line was ‘The team is not a lease car’ – the idea being that a lease car is one that you just thrash and bump around and don’t really care about. It’s our own team and we need to treat it as such. The charter actually plays a very important part in our group now – it’s not just a bit of laminated paper – and it’s the discussions and the chat and the ‘what ifs’ that you go through that make it mean something.
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STRAIGHT TALKING


January 2009, Jamaica


WHEN we arrived in the West Indies, I was feeling very motivated. I hadn’t realised until I got the job how much I’d been waiting to do it, and I had a lot of ideas on how we could do things differently. The time felt right for me – others had been tried and this was my opportunity to put my stamp on things. I felt quite strongly that right from the start, I needed to tell the players how I wanted to operate, what I was about as a captain. I was full of energy and looking forward to it – though there was a bit of trepidation because the usual team structure had been disturbed. Andy Flower was playing a supporting role in his temporary position, and he was just looking to help out with the nets and organise things. In fact, he ended up doing a lot more over the course of the tour, but that was certainly the case at the start. So there was a great deal on my shoulders, but I was excited about it.


Before we came up with the charter I’d sat down and thought long and hard about where I felt we’d gone wrong over the last couple of years, and where we needed to change things. Central to it all was responsibility. It had become a bit of a crutch for players to say, ‘Ah, well, Mooresy told me to do this, or Flower told me to do that, or Ottis Gibson told me to do that, and it hasn’t worked.’ I wanted to get away from that completely and move to a situation where the coaches were almost like consultants that the players could go to for advice about things they were struggling with – not the other way around, with the coaches telling the players what to do all the time. It’s very simple, really. There’s no one out there in the middle with you, and you need to be able to adapt your game and make decisions under pressure; you’ve got to get used to making decisions about your game on a daily basis – nothing more complicated than that. I also had some thoughts about the style of cricket we wanted to play.


The players responded really well. They wanted to believe in something and move beyond where we’d been, and they loved the idea of being given responsibility. At that stage, I was talking about having a lot of optional bits to practise. It doesn’t have to be formulaic all the time – find what it is you need rather than want to do, and do it. We also gave players more responsibility off the pitch in terms of looking after themselves and the amount of alcohol they drank and so on. There were a lot of teething problems, but the players really warmed to the general attitude. The results didn’t come in that first tour, though.


I’ve spoken quite a lot to the sports psychologist Steve Bull over the years, and he’s always been helpful on leadership. He bangs on about how you can never have too much communication – so communicate. He does a lot of work in the corporate sector, and he says the biggest mistake people make is they think that because they’ve told someone something once, it’s gone in – whereas you have to continue communicating all the time. That’s a bit difficult for me, because I’m not a constant talker, I’m more of a thinker. It’s something I have to work on, but fortunately between myself and Andy I think we cover it reasonably well.


Players want to feel that they belong to something and that their role in it is recognised – that what they’re going through is appreciated. So if they’re having a tough time, I think it gives them a huge lift if you say, ‘Mate, I know it’s tough – I’ve been there, it’s not fun. Obviously we’ve got to find a way of getting out of it.’ Because often in that situation, people ignore you or tiptoe around you because they don’t know what to say. That’s certainly one of Andy’s real strengths – he has those difficult conversations with people, and people respond to it.


I’d learnt a lot from Michael Vaughan. He was an exceptional captain – the way he dealt with people, his unflappable nature. He was a very good communicator and filled people with confidence, but I wasn’t him. I had different strengths. He seemed to do things on feel a lot, whereas I think things through more. While I was in the West Indies, I also took the opportunity to go out for dinner with Mike Atherton and Nasser Hussain and a few others, and chatted through the various challenges facing the England cricket team, such as the media, the counties, the ECB – all the stuff that I was still a little naive about at that stage.


There are a few books about leadership that have struck a chord with me over the years. Mike Brearley’s The Art of Captaincy is definitely one. I read it a long time ago and I’ve reread it since. Another is Clive Woodward’s book about England’s Rugby World Cup success, Winning! Then there’s The Coach by Ric Charlesworth, who coached the Australian Hockeyroos and played cricket for Western Australia. He’s also been the New Zealand high performance manager, and a politician. His book contains some really interesting ideas and I remember noting a lot of it down. He talks about never sitting on a lead, and how he didn’t really have a captain in his teams – he believed in the players all taking responsibility. Some of the seeds of what I was thinking came from his book.


8 February, Royal Antigua Hotel


We were humiliated in Jamaica. It was the worst possible start – the West Indies at this stage were quite a moderate side, so to be rolled over in that fashion was very disappointing. We had a meeting the next day and got out a lot of the stuff that had been simmering away under the surface. Andy Flower was brilliant – it was the moment that we all realised that he had something special. He was very honest about his own views and some of the things that he hadn’t said before, and then he encouraged other people to talk, but did it in a way that was very constructive and sympathetic to their point of view. So it wasn’t ‘You’re saying something I don’t agree with, so you’re talking rubbish.’ It was ‘Okay, that’s interesting – I don’t necessarily agree with it, but I can see why you’re saying that.’ A lot came up about the players not having bought into the team side of things. There were some pretty hard conversations going on.


It was the first time for ages that we’d had any real honesty in our dressing room. A good example would be that before, when a player got out playing a dumb shot, everyone in the dressing room would say, ‘What the hell is he doing? That’s just so stupid.’ But when he came in they’d just say, ‘Unlucky, mate,’ and that would be the end of it. Now we were saying, ‘Look – we’ve got a problem with the way you keep getting out like that.’ There was a lot that needed to come out.


When we left that room I thought, ‘Wow, that’s a breath of fresh air. We’ve got things off our chest. We can move forward now.’ We all had to take some stuff on the chin, things that people didn’t like about us or felt we could do differently. But in the space of one meeting we’d gone from a team that never said anything honest, to one in which people could say almost anything to each other. It was early days, but it was a massive hurdle to overcome and we got rid of a lot of the baggage that we’d been carrying with us for a number of years.


February–April


We drew the next three games, but we played all the cricket in them. I made quite a few runs, which helped to legitimise my position, showing that I could combine batting and captaincy. It added weight to what I said to the players and also showed that I could lead by example, which I think is an important part of leadership. In that series we had the West Indies nine down in Antigua and eight down in Trinidad, while the game in Barbados petered out, so we played some good cricket. Graeme Swann came into the side at the expense of Monty Panesar as it evolved during the course of the tour, and we ended up winning the one-day series that followed.


It was important for everyone that we got something out of that tour – for myself and Andy Flower to be able to say, ‘Look, we’ve achieved something here. It’s only a small achievement, a one-day series, but it’s something to work with, and we’ve got a huge summer coming up.’ For me the great thing was that I found I loved doing the job – every minute of it. I loved the decision-making, I loved the stresses and strains, I loved having to think about other things except just batting, and it filled me with a lot of confidence and excitement for what was to come that summer against the Aussies.


When we got back to England, the ECB held an interview process for the coaching job. I was asked for my thoughts, but I wasn’t directly involved in the process, and rightly so, because I would have to work with whoever was brought in. But I’d got on outstandingly with Andy on that tour. Andy also wants to lead by example – by how he holds himself and talks to people. By then he had become clear in his own mind that it was a job he wanted to do and felt capable of doing, whereas at the start he had had worries about usurping Peter Moores. Over the course of the tour he had developed a strong appetite for the job.


It was a relief when it was announced that he’d got the position, because we’d started something together. It would have been tough to go back to square one with someone else. But I felt it was absolutely right that the ECB should have that interview process – in contrast to Peter Moores, where the Board decided on an early appointment having recently concluded interviews with the leading candidates for a senior position at Loughborough. But this time Andy was indisputably the right man. The great thing about him was that we had enormous respect for what he’d achieved as a player himself. That’s very important at the start of your tenure, because it means people will listen. If what you say is rubbish, they’ll stop listening, of course – but it’s far harder to earn respect having not had it in the first place.


June 2009, Ypres


We took the squad on a trip to Ypres in Belgium. It was Andy Flower’s idea. He felt it was in keeping with what we were trying to do with the side, in terms of spreading our horizons and getting to know each other better as people rather than just as cricketers. He thought that it was important to put what we were doing into context and to appreciate what other people had been through representing their country, albeit in extreme circumstances. The Aussies had done something similar before, and for the most part the players were brilliant. They really got something out of it.


It was very emotional – we went to the grave of a man who had played for England and Kent called Colin Blythe, who died at Passchendaele. The defining moment was the Menin Gate. They have a service every day. We sat there quietly and I laid a wreath. The thing that struck me most was that it was almost 100 years after it had all taken place, and there were still 500 people there every day. You realised that if those men in their graves could see what was happening, they’d be very proud of what they’d done for their country, and very proud that people still remembered them doing it.


I was watching to see how the other players reacted, because I was worried that people might be very cynical. Certainly in the past other England sides would have been, but I didn’t see much evidence of it. The main thing was that the guys enjoyed it. It brought us closer together as a group and it steeled us for what was to come in the Ashes series. There were bound to be a lot of things that would try to push us apart as a side over the coming weeks, and warfare drives home the importance of sticking together. It was going to be harder for the Aussies to break us down.





 



England in the West Indies 2008–09



Tests – The Wisden Trophy


1st Test. Sabina Park, Kingston, Jamaica. 4–7 February 2009


England 318 (K.P. Pietersen 97, M.J. Prior 64, S.J. Benn 4–77) and 51 (J.E. Taylor 5–11, S.J. Benn 4–31)


West Indies 392 (R.R. Sarwan 107, C.H. Gayle 104, S.C.J. Broad 5–85)


West Indies won by an innings and 23 runs.


2nd Test. Sir Vivian Richards Stadium, North Sound, Antigua. 13 February 2009


England 7–0


Match abandoned after 10 balls because of dangerous outfield.


3rd Test. Antigua Recreation Ground, St John’s, Antigua. 15–19 February 2009


England 566–9 dec (A.J. Strauss 169, P.D. Collingwood 113) and 221–8 dec (A.N. Cook 58)


West Indies 285 (R.R. Sarwan 94, G.P. Swann 5–57) and 370–9 (R.R. Sarwan 106, S.C.J. Broad 3–69)


Match drawn.


4th Test. Kensington Oval, Bridgetown, Barbados. 26 February–2 March 2009


England 600–6 dec (A.J. Strauss 142, R.S. Bopara 104, P.D. Collingwood 96) and 279–2 dec (A.N. Cook 139*)


West Indies 749–9 dec (R.R. Sarwan 291, D. Ramdin 166, G.P. Swann 5–165)


Match drawn.


5th Test. Queen’s Park Oval, Port of Spain, Trinidad. 6–10 March 2009


England 546–6 dec (P.D. Collingwood 161, A.J. Strauss 142, M.J. Prior 131*) and 237–6 dec (K.P. Pietersen 102)


West Indies 544 (S. Chanderpaul 147*, B.P. Nash 109, C.H. Gayle 102) and 114–8 (G.P. Swann 3–13, J.M. Anderson 3–24)


Match drawn.


West Indies won the series 1–0.


One-Day Internationals


1st ODI. Providence Stadium, Guyana. 20 March 2009


England 270–7 (50 overs); West Indies 244–7 (46.2 overs)


England won by 1 run (D/L method).


2nd ODI. Providence Stadium, Guyana. 22 March 2009


West Indies 264–8 (50 overs); England 243 (48.2 overs)


West Indies won by 21 runs.


3rd ODI. Kensington Oval, Bridgetown, Barbados. 27 March 2009


England 117 (41.3 overs); West Indies 117–2 (14.4 overs)


West Indies won by 8 wickets (D/L method).


4th ODI. Kensington Oval, Bridgetown, Barbados. 29 March 2009


West Indies 239–9 (50 overs); England 136–1 (18.3 overs)


England won by 9 wickets (D/L method).


5th ODI. Beausejour Stadium, Gros Islet, St Lucia. 3 April 2009


England 172–5 (29 overs); West Indies 146 (28 overs)


England won by 26 runs.


England won the series 3–2.
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WINNING AT HOME


12 July 2009, Cardiff, 1st Test, day 5


WOW, what a day! We managed to grab a draw out of the jaws of defeat, and it was down to players we’d never relied on with the bat before, the likes of Anderson, Panesar and Swann. For me it marked the turning of a corner. From then on, winning the home Ashes series seemed possible.


Andy Flower and I sat there watching it unfold. Halfway through the final day we were talking about how we could bounce back at Lord’s if we lost the game. Then suddenly we were counting down the overs, then counting down the balls, and it was amazing. At first, there was just a flicker of belief that we could pull off a draw, but we needed something extraordinary to happen. That belief grew and grew, until it was knocked down a peg when we lost Swann and Collingwood, leaving Anderson and Panesar to see out eleven overs, which nobody expected them to do.


Then as the overs passed, we began to think, ‘Hang on, they’re looking quite comfortable here.’ Hauritz was bowling and turning the ball away from their bats, so unless they nicked one, it was going to be quite hard for them to get out. I was trying to convey an air of confidence and belief, but deep down I was finding it very tough to watch, very tough. Ultimately, we just managed to hang on. It showed how much we had come together as a team. It really gave us impetus to move forward and make further strides.


We’d been in Australia’s position against India a couple of years before at Lord’s: we’d had them nine down, then an lbw decision which we all thought was out wasn’t given, and they escaped. A few days later they beat us comprehensively at Trent Bridge. If you’ve played all the cricket in the game and come away with nothing, you feel robbed and that you haven’t got what you deserved. But if you have just escaped despite playing no cricket, you think, ‘Hey, look what’s happened, we’ve got away with it, it’s back to square one, we haven’t lost anything.’ That is a much better position mentally going into the next game.
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