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MY HERO, MY VICTIM


TO say that Sachin Tendulkar was my boyhood idol barely hints at the admiration I had for the great little batsman. In my teens, increasingly drawn to cricket, I had a picture of him on my bedroom wall. And the first time I paid to watch a day of county cricket, in 1996, it was really just to see him in action. By a stroke of good fortune India’s tour of England included a game against Northamptonshire at Wardown Park in Luton, a mile or so from home. A group of us decided to put our education on hold, take a day off school and go along to cheer our hero. We had a great time and must have made an impression during his innings because when he reached his inevitable fifty Tendulkar waved his bat in our direction. That sent us into a frenzy of singing and dancing, as if we were not excited enough already.

I had taken along my own precious cricket bat. Precious, because it was a gift from an inspirational man called Hitu Naik, whose name will crop up regularly over these pages. He had brought it back from India as a present and the first time I used it I made a mark on the back against a stump by accident. I was devastated, but he told me not to worry. This time I was determined to get marks of a different kind on that piece of willow. I ran around collecting autographs and the highlight of the day came when Tendulkar himself signed his name in pen. I still have that bat, and I always find it funny as a Northamptonshire player myself to think that I didn’t see fit to ask any of my future team-mates for their autographs that afternoon.

Ten years later I was to get Tendulkar’s signature a second time – in circumstances I could not have dared imagine. By now that bedroom wall was decorated with his image. In 2000–01, when I was picked to tour India with England Under-19s, I went into every sports shop I could find to add to my collection of posters. With all his promotional work he is such a presence in India that I returned home with a very good collection. I even feel proud that our birthdays are so close together – his is on 24 April, mine a day later. So when I was told by Andrew Flintoff that I would be making my England debut in Nagpur on the eve of the First Test in March 2006, one of my first thoughts was ‘I’ll have to bowl to Sachin’.

My plan was simple: concentrate on line and length, bowl to a standard field and don’t, at any price, try to do something special. This is one of the greatest batsmen who have ever lived and he will notice it before it leaves my hand. Bring him forward, gently, and try to get him to drive. At least with the field set I might get away with a dot ball and if by some piece of magic it happens to turn I may even beat the bat. Then, on the day itself, a ball hits his pad. ‘Wow, that’s close,’ I think to myself. Geraint Jones appeals from behind the stumps, and I join in. A couple of seconds later, umpire Aleem Dar raises his finger and Tendulkar heads back to the pavilion.

If you want to know where and when my exuberant wicket-taking celebrations began, then I know the exact place and date: Nagpur, 3 March 2006. I have never felt the same release of energy before or since that incredible moment of triumph. A first Test wicket is a treasured memory in the life of any bowler, but when the victim happens to be your hero, the player you have worshipped since the age of ten, then . . . well, I think you’re entitled to go on a bit of a run and a leap and exchange a few high fives. I felt like an exploding volcano with an incredible release of energy from the inside. It was only when Tendulkar was about three-quarters of the way back that I thought, ‘My God, what have I done?’

At the end of the India innings one of the England management asked the umpires for the ball for me to have as a keepsake. The game ended in a draw – we were on top for quite a lot of the time but ended up having to repel a thrilling counter-attack – and the Indian physio, John Gloster, suggested that I ask Tendulkar to sign it. I wasn’t sure. I thought it might come across as taking the mickey if I asked him to autograph the very ball that had brought his demise. It could have been misinterpreted as being disrespectful. But Gloster obviously knew him far better. He said that Tendulkar would not think anything of the sort and after the presentation ceremony went away on my behalf. A couple of minutes later he returned with the ball, mission duly accomplished.

Tendulkar had written in black marker pen: ‘Once in a blue moon, never again, mate.’

I didn’t know whether to laugh at the message or cry in joy at the whole experience. As a memento of a Test debut it is something I will always cherish. I don’t know how much that ball is worth on the open market, but to me it is absolutely priceless. A little later I spoke to Tendulkar. He asked me if I’d got the ball back and I thanked him for the message. He is a really nice, quiet, humble guy, but to me he remains there on a pedestal. Talking to him, I felt like a kid around his favourite pop star or footballer, not really knowing what to say but never wanting the conversation to end.

In every sense it seemed a world away from our first fleeting meeting at Wardown Park.
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HAPPY DAYS


MY father, Paramjit, came to England to visit his brother in 1977. He decided almost straight away to emigrate, knowing that he might struggle with the language in those early days. He was 19 and a carpenter by trade. His family lived in and around Ludhiana, a city in the Punjab region of north-west India with a population of around a million people. I’ve heard it described as the Manchester of the East because of its industry, though the state as a whole is largely based on agriculture. His distant ancestors had settled in the region having come from Lahore many years earlier, long before the partition of India and Pakistan.

Gursharan, my mother, also has family roots in the Lahore area. As a child she lived in Haryana, which is immediately to the south of the Punjab. She arrived in England in 1979 and, like my father, she came initially simply to visit friends. The pair of them met at the Sikh temple in Coventry. They both used to go there on full-moon days and after the formal introductions they married within about three months. I think there was a degree of arrangement about it but, from what I can gather, romance also blossomed. I was the first of three children, born by Caesarean section on 25 April 1982.

They decided to call me Mudhsuden Singh Panesar. It comes from Madhusudanah, one of 108 names of the god Krishna. All of them have different meanings and legend holds that Madhusudanah slayed the demon Madhu. He was a strong man, and my parents told me that they settled on Mudhsuden because I looked so solid myself, weighing in at a bouncy nine pounds. My dad says that he remembers an alertness in my eyes in those first few minutes. Apparently, once I’d stopped crying, I kept looking around the room, trying to take everything in. That curiosity is still there, because I am always asking questions in the England dressing room today.

On the subject of names, about a year ago I read on a website that mine happens to be an anagram of ‘huge spin dashed man’s run’. So maybe my parents had some foresight. But it was not until my early teens that the majority of people abbreviated that to Monty. It seems that one of my aunts gave me the nickname before I was very old, but it didn’t stick properly until I started to play club cricket. Some of the players found Mudhsuden a bit long and difficult to pronounce, so they wondered if I would accept an alternative. After a while it just became easier to introduce myself as Monty in the first place. When people call me Mudhsuden nowadays they tend to be taking the mickey.

I grew so quickly in my early days that on one of my check visits to the clinic the doctor told my mother that I needed to lose weight. At six months I topped the scales at nearly two stone. My hands and feet were always bigger than normal for my size. In the first case, that has since worked to my advantage because I can get a really good grip around a cricket ball. My weight soon settled down. I was always healthy and never suffered serious illness. I still had an appetite but my favourite foods were oranges and bananas, and I preferred fruit juice to fizzy drinks.

Although I avoided coughs and colds, I did cause my parents a great deal of stress on one occasion when I was three years old. We used to live in a tall house in a part of Luton called Stopsley. At the time, my father worked night shifts at the Vauxhall car plant, so he slept during the day. My mother was putting some washing out to dry and somehow I managed to clamber down the stairs and through the door without her noticing. The road is usually very busy but there could not have been any traffic on that occasion because I wandered across to the other side and then down another couple of streets. When my mum went back indoors and noticed I had disappeared panic quickly set in. To lose a child is a parent’s worst nightmare and she soon shook my dad awake to add an extra pair of eyes and legs to the search. Fortunately, a woman some three blocks away – who wasn’t known to the family – had sensed that something was wrong when she saw me wandering around lost, and made sure I was safe. Apparently the two women were both very upset when they met some 15 minutes later. I was returned to my rightful owner, oblivious to the chaos I’d created.

Stopsley was a mixed area rather than a Sikh community. As a family we still tend to speak Punjabi first, but outdoors we soon switched to English. My brother, sister and I are all equally fluent in both languages. We followed the normal principles of Sikhism. I have never eaten meat, tasted alcohol or cut my hair. We said prayers daily and visited the temple where my parents met in Coventry once a month. I think of religion as being a part of me. I have never known life without it or rebelled against it. I am proud to wear a patka when I play cricket or go out, just as my father wears a turban, but I am not making a statement and would not persuade anybody to follow our particular faith. Religion has helped to guide me but has never taken over completely. I have friends of all faiths and some who do not follow religion at all. That is their freedom. I have always had English as well as Indian friends and have always tried to understand everybody’s point of view.

At the age of four, I went to India for the first time. According to my mother, I did not like the country because I struggled with the heat and the flies. I was also frightened of the cows in the streets. Apparently, my dad took me closer to the animals to confront that fear and I soon felt at ease. My only vague memory is of listening to my grandfather tell amazing stories about battles and warriors from the Sikh history. I was fascinated by those tales, but I also upset him when I knocked all his books down from a shelf in my excitement. My grandfather did not know how to control me, but fortunately my dad entered the room before I could run further amok.

We took family holidays to India on several other occasions to see different parts of the country as well as visiting relatives. I remember in particular a trip to Rishikesh, a holy Hindu city in the north on the banks of the River Ganges. It became famous in 1968 when The Beatles visited and is now popular with trekkers. The sight of so many small temples near the water with the beauty of the Himalayas in the background left a lasting impression – perhaps because this is where Madhusudanah was said to have killed Madhu. On a less profound note, my mother says that I got most excited that day when I saw a Chinese boy crying and wanted to take photographs of him.

Education was always important to my father. He began to study part-time almost as soon as he arrived in England because he saw the road to prosperity through good qualifications. In between work he took A levels in maths, biology and zoology. He was always scientifically minded and, looking at my generation of the family, it seems that his kids inherited the love of numbers in the genes. I can’t imagine how hard he must have worked in those early days here; I found A levels hard enough years later and that was without the considerable worry of having to bring home a wage for the family. Effort such as that deserved reward. He eventually managed to set up his own business broadly based in construction, which he still runs as tirelessly as ever today.

There always seemed to be a very relaxed atmosphere inside our house. It is probably for others to say, but I like to think I have been brought up to be polite, respectful and well mannered, and to understand the difference between strength and weakness. We always knew that my father was in charge as the head of the household, but he never needed to be particularly strict. He was keen on our schooling right from the start. I remember the smile on his face when I arrived home one day, beaming with pride, to announce that I had won a handwriting competition in class. I was six. He thought that neat writing was a way of making a good first impression. These days, my brother Isher, sister Charanjit and I spend quite a lot of time away from home either studying or, in my case, playing cricket. But it always feels special when we sit around the table together to sample my mum’s cooking. Only four years separate the three children. Given all the travelling, I would say we are as close as we can be.

To be honest, cricket did not occupy much of my early life. In fact it was hardly there at all. My dad had played a bit in India, along with hockey. When he decided to join the Luton Tech team his driving force was to make new friends and build up a network in the new country rather than simply to bat and bowl. He was a true all-rounder who bowled a decent medium pace and batted somewhere in the middle order. His technique wasn’t great – I grew to realise there was a lot of bottom hand in his shots – but he had so much power that when he hit it from the middle of the bat the ball would travel for miles. That, at least, is the way it seemed at the time. He always enjoyed trying to take on the spinners, so perhaps it is a good job I never came across him in his prime.

A lot of my spare time after school and in the holidays would be spent playing football and swimming. My biggest passion was wrestling. I used to love the WWF events shown on TV, such as the Royal Rumble and Summer Slam. After watching a few moves I enjoyed trying to put them into practice against my brother and cousins. They were just as enthusiastic. The Sikhs are known as a warrior race and, yes, we did hurt each other from time to time – accidentally, I ought to stress straight away. There was never anything nasty intended and it doesn’t take long now before we burst out laughing when we remember those friendly bouts in the living room. Snooker and pool also became popular pastimes. Jimmy White was my favourite player, I think because he was left-handed the same as me. I used to think I was all right at potting balls – until I started on a full-size table and found it rather harder.

Christmas was always a very joyful time at home. We celebrated in the same way as most other people, with lights outside the house and a tree with decorations indoors. Being vegetarian, we drew the line at turkey. Mum would cook a special Indian dish and I remember one year having a lovely pizza with vegetables, a big treat. According to my mother, if I thought that my brother or sister had been given a better present I would start fighting them, thinking that it would embarrass my parents into buying something more expensive for me next time. I’m not sure. That doesn’t sound like me at all!

It was only when I sat down to think about this book that I went back through those early years with my mother and father. I have learned things that I never knew. When my mum told me I could be a bit of a dictator, I didn’t believe her. Apparently, though, I was always making my brother or sister pick things up off the floor if the place was untidy, picking up the phone when somebody rang or rearranging things in the kitchen.

There is a Sikh celebration called Rakhi which takes place on the full moon of our month of Shraavana, the fifth in our calendar. It commemorates the relationship between brother and sister. The sister ties some sort of decorative band onto the wrist of her brother, who then pledges to look after her and buys her a gift or offers some money. But when Charanjit gave me the band I would untie it, give it back and say, ‘There – that’s your present.’ My parents thought this was very funny, even if little Charanjit wasn’t impressed.

There was always a steady flow of English families from the neighbourhood through our door. I used to enjoy teaching the children words of Punjabi. The funniest thing was to watch them eat our food. There is quite of a lot of chilli and spice in Indian cooking and I can remember people smearing paste onto their samosa or pakora as though it were mild ketchup. Those of us who knew would just dip a corner in very gently. To see their faces turn red as their mouths started to burn made me laugh. Nobody would make the same mistake on a second visit. Generally, people couldn’t get enough of my mother’s curries and dhals.

I first picked up a cricket bat at the age of nine. Hitu Naik, who worked in the same Vauxhall factory as my dad and became a family friend, had started to run Sunday-morning coaching sessions for youngsters at the Luton Indians club where my father now mixed. Quite a few members of the team had children of roughly the same age and Hitu, whose own kids were still too young to start playing, saw the opportunity to nurture interest. I can’t imagine what he made of me that morning when he saw me grip the bat – I remember it was a big Duncan Fearnley – with my hands crossed the wrong way around. If he thought there was a bit of work to do, then he was certainly right. But from this most unlikely of starts, he was to become the biggest influence on my cricketing life.

Hitu is approaching his 50th birthday but he could still pass for being nearer to 40. He is a Hindu who was born in Tanzania and went to Gujarat in India with his brother because his parents, who stayed in Africa, thought it would be a better place to study. His family came to England in 1976, when he was 18. By then his time in India had instilled a deep love of cricket. He jokes that his mother knew more about the sport than his father, but Hitu has enough knowledge for a whole family. Ironically, given my own subsequent problems, he liked fielding more than batting or bowling. He once told me that his favourite player growing up was Eknath Solkar because of the brilliant catches he took for India in the bat-pad position. It was Hitu who gave me my first bat, a Centurion, for my tenth birthday.

Once I had picked up the basics, I was hooked not only on playing but on following the Test matches on television. The 1991 series between England and West Indies grabbed my attention and never let it go. I can picture now the way that Viv Richards was caught by Hugh Morris for 60 in his last Test innings, even though I didn’t appreciate at the time just how fine a batsman he had been. These were the first games that Mark Ramprakash played for England and I became fascinated at the way he would get into the twenties and then get out. As the summer wore on I would sit in front of the television when he was at the crease, just willing him to reach 30. I tried to figure out why he always fell short even when – to my untrained eyes – he seemed to be batting beautifully.

I started to go along to my father’s matches and my debut arrived when the team was a man short. Somebody suggested that a ten-year-old lad was better than nobody in the field. No doubt people will find it funny that my first appearance came as a specialist fielder. I don’t remember batting and bowling, but I did chase the ball enthusiastically.

The 1992 World Cup made a lasting impact. When Wasim Akram dismissed Allan Lamb and Chris Lewis with successive balls in the final I decided to model myself on the great Pakistani fast bowler. I just wanted to be Wasim, with his whippy left-arm action and that mysterious ability to swing the ball at the last moment. I even wanted to copy the way he walked in slightly splay-footed fashion. He was the first player I really imitated, though when it came to supporting a country my allegiance remained with England and India. No, it doesn’t embarrass me to say that I had an affinity for both countries.

As for my own game, I had started to progress quite nicely. My early experiences were at Hitu’s sessions working with the other kids rather than with the adult sides. I did, though, enjoy scoring for my dad – I think it was my fascination with numbers coming through again. Eventually I made what I think of as my proper debut for the men’s team – not just to make up the numbers – and even took two wickets with my left-arm seam. I remember my dad feeling very proud when he paid my match subs for me. The important thing was that I really enjoyed batting and bowling. Hitu made the practice sessions fun, but they were also demanding. That was important because it meant our attention never wandered. He also stressed the importance of practice, practice, practice.

As the months went on, Hitu became more and more of a driving force. He quickly established junior and youth teams at Under-11, Under-13 and Under-15 level. It was not too long before he saw his efforts rewarded as we brought trophies to the club. Those achievements might seem small in the bigger picture but they fuelled his passion. Guys like Hitu rarely get the credit they deserve for putting in all those hours of their spare time. There is no personal reward except the quiet satisfaction of watching their boys progress, discover a love for the game and make the best of their ability. I sometimes wonder how many players who have gone on to enjoy careers at county and even international level would have been lost without the energy and commitment of the Hitu Naiks of this world. I know for sure that I wouldn’t be where I am today but for him.

One of my earliest breaks came when Hitu found out about trials for the Bedfordshire age-group sides through a boy called Dipesh Patel. He was a really good all-rounder, the star of our junior side and a much more gifted player than me. I was physically strong, but Dipesh had real flair. I was a bit concerned that I would be way out of my depth but Hitu pushed his group to test ourselves against the others in the county and stressed that it was a big opportunity to get ourselves noticed. It was my first taste of what then seemed like a very high standard of cricket. My own left-arm seam was developing and I was no mug with the bat. I tended to go in at number three and saw myself as an all-rounder. The experience itself really was something new. The trials always took place at Bedford Modern School and the boys from Bedford Modern all seemed to be so much better. They just looked more polished with their sound, well-coached techniques and the latest gear, including helmets. I did my best and remember being very happy when one of the selectors said that I reminded him of Wasim Akram.

On the way back in Hitu’s van we relived every ball in great excitement, but none of us really felt confident of making the cut. But then, a few days later, came the most surprising news of my life to that point. Five of the Luton Indians juniors had been chosen for the Under-12 or Under-13 sides. Hitu could see that his work was starting to pay off and the fact that a few of us were in there together meant that we wouldn’t shrink into ourselves when the games began. We did not go to a private school or have a highly qualified coach to show us exactly how things should be done. For us, it was a case of hitting as many balls as we could in the way that came naturally. Hitu’s approach was that as long as we put in the hours we were sure to improve, and I have never lost that belief.

He could be a tough taskmaster. Once, when I’d not scored many runs for the county Under-13s, he saw me walking around the boundary with an ice cream. ‘You don’t deserve that,’ he said, taking it from me. But he also backed his kids and had great faith in us. He told us a story about a conversation with another coach in a bar. With every pint of beer, his predictions had become more and more extravagant. Finally, he told this guy that one of his boys, as he called us, would go on to play for England. ‘So make sure you work hard,’ he said. ‘I don’t care which of you it is, but I don’t want to be proved wrong.’

The junior section of Luton Indians was very much his area. He had a dream, and his drive and passion to fulfil it was just incredible. Sometimes I would walk home from school thinking, ‘God, I hope Hitu doesn’t come around again tonight.’ There was even the odd Sunday morning when I asked my dad to tell him that I couldn’t make it when he came to pick me up. ‘You tell him,’ my dad said. ‘You should have the courage to say so if you don’t want to play.’ Once I got there, of course, I loved those sessions.

The club played a big part in my life. Facilities were not lavish but they were good enough. Over the past couple of years I have seen a few articles in which friends describe how I used to go down there to practise even in the winter as snow or frost lay on the ground. Well, that did not happen very often – probably only once or twice – and I know most kids like to go out and play whatever the weather. But it is typical of Hitu’s commitment that even in those conditions he saw a space of time where he thought I could put in some extra work to improve. A lot of the time he would be there himself, as if to show that he would not ask us to do anything that he wasn’t prepared to work on himself.

One summer Gordon Greenidge, the great attacking opening batsman from the West Indies, visited the club to promote a mock World Cup tournament being staged in Luton between sides representing England, India, Pakistan and West Indies. He showed me how to play a forward defensive shot that involved twisting the back leg to help balance the body weight. I considered myself to be pretty quiet and shy in most areas, especially around people I didn’t really know. But cricket was different. I always asked lots of questions if I thought the answers would give me that little something extra, that little tip to take me a couple of steps forward. I bombarded Greenidge that day and I always remember his final piece of advice. ‘As soon as you stop enjoying the game, you should give it up,’ he said. ‘Try to play with a smile on your face all the time.’

Round about this time, I had my first taste of captaincy, in an Under-14 game. Dipesh Patel was the usual captain. In junior sides you tend to find that the best player takes charge, and Dipesh was still some way in front of the rest of us. I can’t remember our opponents that afternoon, but I do remember how we bowled well enough to get them all out for 41. Hitu suggested that to make all of us feel involved I should reverse the batting order. That sounded very fair, but unfortunately we lost some early wickets, the other side gained confidence and bowled us out for 11. I haven’t captained a side at any level since.

When I was 14 we moved house to a quieter part of Luton. This was ideal for me because it meant I could play cricket in the back garden. The previous owners had built a patio area but before too long my brother and I had ruined the brickwork with the constant thud of the ball. Within a week we also managed to accidentally smash one of the greenhouse windows. Dad replaced it, but when it was broken again just a few days later he decided, for the sake of his wallet, to wait until his boys had left home before ordering yet another pane of glass.

Hitu not only encouraged us to play for our own age group but challenged us to make the next one up. That way we could get involved in more games as well as push ourselves against older, more experienced boys. A gang of us grew up and learned together: Dipesh Patel, Nitin Parsooth, Hemal Randerwala, Ankur Desai, Sanjay Sidar and myself. Nitin, like Dipesh, stood out in those early days. He bowled left-arm wrist spin, like Brad Hogg, and spun the ball miles. But for a knee injury he could have been a really good player. These days he is probably my best mate. We played for the county Under-13 and Under-15 side one season, then for the Under-14s and Under-17s the next. The biggest leap came when I represented the Under-15s and the Under-19s, by which time I was also playing regular adult cricket. I think it is a good idea to try to play against the best you can, even if it takes a while to feel confident.

Looking back, I can see that I was a very naive cricketer as a boy. Things would happen that I just didn’t understand. For example, I could swing the ball in to the right-hander but I hadn’t a clue how I did it. A lot of my wickets came by bowling batsmen through the gap between bat and pad as they pushed outside the line of the ball. Those hours of practice stood me in good stead, because I soon became very accurate and had the strength in my shoulders to be able to bowl long spells. In boys’ cricket especially I think a few wickets probably came when batsmen started to get bored waiting for a ball they could hit. For all that, however, my days as the next Wasim Akram were drawing to a close.

There is probably a sound reason why so many spinners began as seam bowlers. Shane Warne and Ashley Giles are among those who have made the switch and gone on to achieve great things. The seed was first sown in my mind by Paul Taylor, the Northamptonshire and England left-arm bowler, who was doing some coaching for Bedfordshire during the off-season in 1994–95. I don’t think he was very impressed with my seam and swing. During a break I bowled a few spinners away from the nets just to pass the time. Taylor had seen me out of the corner of his eye and suggested I give it a go properly. Even at the age of 12 I had relatively big hands and long fingers, which helped me to get a good grip on the ball. I already had the accuracy and I liked the sensation of watching the ball come out of my hand and mysteriously change direction off the pitch. Taylor seemed to be a bit more impressed and told me I ought to think about switching. Personally, I was a bit sceptical.

But the next time I saw Hitu I told him what Taylor had suggested. We couldn’t just ignore advice from such an experienced bowler, especially one who bowled left-arm himself. He knew the game far better than we did, so we decided to give it a go. What was there to lose? Even then the change was a gradual process, to the extent that I did not bowl spin exclusively for another couple of years or so. I would bowl seam at the start of the innings and then switch to spin midway through. I actually enjoyed that arrangement because it meant I bowled more overs. Looking back, I can see why I made the ball turn sharply. It wasn’t that I had a lot of craft and guile but rather that pitches were wet and grassy, enabling the ball to grip against the surface. But with every game that passed, it increasingly felt the right way to go.

I remember the day when I finally decided to switch once and for all. It was an Under-15 game between Bedfordshire and Worcestershire. Having been told to concentrate entirely on spin, I managed to take 7 for 35, and on the back of that performance I was selected to play at the prestigious Cambridge Under-19 Festival. This is one of the biggest events in the annual junior cricket calendar. I would guess that almost all the leading players in England have been there at some point in their development. If there were still doubts that spin rather than medium pace was my forte, they had been wiped away inside 24 hours.

The gradual change required a few alterations to my action. I had been given a book called MCC Masterclass, which featured split-second photographs of Bishan Bedi working through his delivery stride. Bedi was also a Sikh who enjoyed a good career as an overseas player for Northamptonshire. Maybe that influenced me to a point, although at that stage I had no connection with Northants. What mattered was the action itself. Bedi had been a great bowler and I could see why; he looked so well balanced and light on his feet. I stood in front of my bedroom mirror imitating each picture in sequence. The next step was to stitch the movements together so that my arms and legs flowed smoothly. Even after a few minutes I thought I had found a natural, economical way to bowl.

By this time I was probably playing an average of three times a week. I had made it into the Luton Indians 1st XI and, on Hitu’s advice, I decided to join Dunstable CC as well. They played in the Hertfordshire League at a slightly higher standard. Past players included Tim Robinson, who enjoyed great success opening for England in the 1985 Ashes series. I was not being disloyal to Luton Indians. I still think of them as my club and I go back there as often as I can to support the men’s team and help out the younger players with little bits of coaching. It is great to see the way that our junior sections are really thriving these days. In any case, the two clubs played in different leagues, so it was not as if I was playing against my mates.

Perhaps my highlight for Dunstable came when I scored 127 in a 40-over game for the second team. Apparently, since I played for England the club have been trying to find the original scorebook logging the innings. I actually have my own record. A very kind man at Dunstable, Brian Chapman, who helped to coach the juniors, took the trouble to write out a scorecard in proper ink. I soon had it framed at home and still count it among my proudest possessions. I went in at my usual number three position and I think I hit 15 fours. So, yes, you could say it is a pretty strong memory! At the time I was a genuine all-rounder. Unfortunately my batting started to fall behind as I moved through the grades.

The problem was at Bedfordshire, where they saw me first and foremost as a bowler, and sent me in at nine, ten or eleven from Under-15s upwards. I guess that with the way my career as a spinner has developed that might have been the right approach, but it meant that I rarely enjoyed the opportunity to learn how to build an innings rather than swing at a few balls towards the end. If I had gone in even at six or seven I might be a bit better now because of the extra practice. But who knows? Hindsight gives everyone a great advantage. Maybe my bowling would not have developed if I had concentrated on both areas.

I will admit that my fielding did get neglected. Looking back, I probably ought to have spent more time on throwing and catching balls. When it became a talking point with England I went back to Hitu to ask what my fielding was like. He was honest, as ever, saying, ‘You were pretty bad at throwing and collecting the ball, but your catching was all right.’ I used to bowl so much – for my club sides it wasn’t unusual to start off at one end and continue for most, if not all, the way through. At the end of an over I would wander down to fine leg or third man and think of the next three minutes or so as the chance for a breather. My focus was usually on how I might take a wicket when it was my turn to bowl again.

We tended to play rather than watch, although Hitu did take us to see the India side when they came to Luton and also to see the final of the Under-15 World Cup between India and Pakistan. That was my first visit to Lord’s and the place was just incredible. Mohammad Kaif was the vice-captain of India and Taufeeq Umar opened the batting for Pakistan. Both have gone on to play Test cricket. I couldn’t believe the standard. It seemed awesome and I had never seen anyone – man or youth – hit the ball as hard as Taufeeq. By that stage Luton Indians were winning all the trophies at junior level, but these boys were just in a different league. I suppose that was natural – by definition they were the best in the world.

The game ended with a crowd invasion. The organisers had clearly underestimated the interest in the game and the stewards could not cope with people running onto the outfield. I remember hearing the police sirens screaming as their van arrived through what I now know are the famous Grace Gates. They had to form a guard to stop supporters invading the pavilion. Hitu whispered to me, ‘They’ll never get in there without a jacket and tie.’ We just stayed in our seats and watched, hoping things would die down. One way or another, we had plenty to talk about when we got home.

Although cricket occupied more and more of my time, I always took my education seriously. In fact I was probably a bit of a geek. I don’t remember getting into serious trouble at school. The odd detention came my way but only for minor offences, such as late homework or not paying attention in class. I think I was quite popular and used to impersonate one particular teacher who waved his hand in a very conspicuous way when he called somebody to the front or asked them to stand up. It must have taken a lot of courage because I was very shy – and still am until I get to know somebody. Fortunately I enjoyed most subjects, especially maths, geography and the sciences.

Probably thinking back to his own experiences, my dad never wasted an opportunity to stress the importance of being well qualified. For a while he thought I was spending too much time on cricket and was convinced that my schoolwork would begin to suffer. Fortunately, he knew Hitu well enough to trust his honesty and judgement. Once he realised that I was making progress and starting to become quite useful, he let me go. He bought me the equipment I needed and helped by giving me lifts to games. But if my reports were ever slightly down or it seemed as though I was rushing homework, he made his point. ‘The balance has to be right,’ he would say. He used to reward me if I scored a fifty or took five wickets and it was the same with my reports: if he was satisfied he would give me some money or we would go into town to buy something I wanted. When I came home after scoring that hundred for Dunstable he was genuinely thrilled. ‘You are talking about it so much I feel as though I was there to see it,’ he said over dinner that evening.

My brother, sister and I are the first generation of our family to be born in England. It was not like being in India, where there would have been a strong network of friends and family to help us into work if we needed that leg-up. Dad just wanted us to give ourselves the best opportunity to secure good jobs when we entered the big wide world, and that meant getting good school reports and decent results in our exams. As it turned out, all three of us have made it through to university, and I know he is very proud of that.

I found time to swot up for my GCSEs and came away from Stopsley High School – whose former pupils have included the actor Rodney Bewes and Scotland footballer Bruce Rioch – with four As, four Bs and two Cs. They say that schooldays are the happiest of your life. Well, I’ve had some pretty good ones since, but I still look back fondly on that period. Stopsley was a good school with all the facilities you would need, including a grass cricket pitch. Teachers were prepared to run teams outside their hours. I represented the school at football as well as cricket, but although I’d say I was a reasonable left-back there was never any suggestion of going up to a higher level. Then, as now, I supported Luton Town and Arsenal, and I went through a phase of avidly collecting those Panini stickers of all the players and swapping them with mates.

When I got to 16 I faced a difficult decision. Most of my friends had also secured good grades and were moving on to the local sixth-form college. But quite a few of my team-mates from Luton Indians were already at Bedford Modern, an independent school in the area. They told me that the education was good but, more important as far as I was concerned, the facilities were fantastic. There would be more cricket matches in the summer, and of a better standard. I began to set my heart on going, so I wrote to the school explaining my ambitions in cricket. They said they would accept me on a sports scholarship, which meant that my dad did not have to pay for those two years.

In my second season there, we established a new school record by winning as many as 13 games. There were three Minor Counties players in the side, Kelvin Locke, Jamie Wade and myself. In 1999 we went on a cricket tour to Barbados for a fortnight. One evening I happened to spot Brian Lara in a bar. I couldn’t believe it was really him, even after checking his face from all angles to confirm the identification. A friend of his came over and said, ‘You’re beginning to worry him; do you realise how loud you are?’ I apologised and the guy started to smile. ‘Look, come over and have a word,’ he said. I plucked up the courage and started a conversation. I told Lara about my teams and the fact that I bowled spin, then tried to pump him for all the information I could. Finally he said, ‘Good luck, it’s been nice to meet you. Maybe we’ll play against each other one day.’ It was very kind of him to give up the best part of 30 minutes and I hope I didn’t put him off his evening.

By that time I felt as though I was making serious progress up the ladder towards what had become my ambition of playing for England. David Mercer, the Bedfordshire coach, had always been happy to push me forward at county level. The ECB had begun to organise the coaching side of the game, so each of the Minor Counties had their own development officer to work in the region. Mercer worked with me from quite early on and helped to introduce me to a few subtleties of the game. I began to understand not only what was happening on a cricket field, but why.

Hitu Naik, though, remained my biggest influence. If I did well in the Under-19 side in an away game I always rang him as well as my mum and dad to talk about the wickets I had taken and go through how I thought I had bowled. One tip he gave me was to put in a really big effort when we played against teams from the first-class counties. He reasoned that one of their players or coaches might be watching and put in a good word. Like all of his advice, it made a lot of sense to my young ears and the advice paid off in a big way when we went to Essex for an Under-17 match.

To be honest, I can’t remember my figures or even how many wickets I took that day. I do remember delivering a lot of overs. Next morning, John Childs approached me to ask about my bowling. Childs ran the Essex youth academy and had been a left-arm spinner himself. He is best known for making his England debut against West Indies in 1988 at the age of 36. In fact he was also called into the squad four years after that, but didn’t quite make the XI. It was only later that I looked up the specifics of his career, but I did know that he had been a very good bowler in his day and soon worked out that he wielded some influence at Essex.

He asked whether I fancied coming to the county nets for what amounted to a trial. Did I fancy it? That one took me all of a couple of seconds to answer. Essex were known as a good county with a reputation for producing excellent young players, including Nasser Hussain, who was a regular in the England team and within a year of being appointed captain. They were good footsteps to try to follow and when the letter plopped onto the doormat confirming that I had been invited to Chelmsford I could barely contain my excitement. Although the butterflies were flying around my stomach as I made my way to the ground, I really thought that as long as I held my nerve and bowled as well as I thought I could, then I had a chance of winning some sort of recognition.

Keith Fletcher, the former England captain and a real stalwart of Essex cricket, was there to welcome me and go through what I would be doing. I started in the indoor nets, but things got off to a bad start when Graham Napier, a young but talented all-rounder, came down the track and hit one so hard that as the ball crashed into the palm of my outstretched hand I thought it was about to turn into a bagel with a giant hole in the middle. It took all my effort to pretend that I wasn’t feeling any pain; at least I knew things could only get better. And they did. We went outside and I had much more luck on the proper grass pitches. There was an encouraging word from Peter Such, another Essex and England spinner, and by the end of the day I thought I might have done myself justice after all.

Essex were sufficiently impressed to offer me terms, but by now Northamptonshire had also begun to show an interest through their link with Bedfordshire. Once again, I was invited along for a trial. Nick Cook, the 2nd XI coach, supervised proceedings and we hit it off almost immediately. Over the next few years we would work very closely together. Like Childs, he had bowled left-arm spin for England and as such was somebody I could only look up to. I remember that David Capel, who had various roles at the county after retiring as a player, also watched and took note.

Capel, an England all-rounder in his day, suggested that they might be able to offer something and Steve Coverdale, the chief executive, eventually said that a summer contract was mine if I wanted it. That took me completely by surprise. How could they offer me something like that when I had not even played for them in a proper game? It appeared an enormous risk on their side, but it didn’t seem wise to ask too many questions in case they had second thoughts. I remember Coverdale asking me what I wanted in life; I told him my ambition was to play cricket for England. That might have sounded a touch big-headed, but at least it was the truth.

I asked Hitu which would be the better county: Northamptonshire or Essex? It was a tough call. Essex had John Childs, but then Northamptonshire had Nick Cook. I could learn equally well from either. The facilities looked fantastic at both counties and their first teams were full of names I recognised from the scoreboards printed in the newspapers. In the end we decided that Northants would be the better option, purely because the County Ground at Northampton was closer to home than Chelmsford. I still see Childs from time to time and we joke about what might have been at Essex.
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