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    WARNIE: he was always Warnie. You can thank television for that – all those exhalations of ‘Bowled, Warnie’ from Ian Healy filtered through the pitch microphones. But it suited him. After all, you could hardly call him Warne. One syllable, origin Cornish. No, you needed that little Australian tick at the end, in the spirit of prezzy, telly and rellie, identifying him as ours, and also making him everyone’s. Because everyone knew about whom you were talking, didn’t they? Yes, other cricketers have been identifiable by nicknames, but ‘The Don’ was to ennoble Donald Bradman, ‘AB’ partly to reflect Allan Border’s primacy. Warnie? It was familiar, playful, companionable. It was the sort of appellation you might attach to a cricket clubmate, a workmate, or even just a mate in general. I’m catching up with Warnie tonight. Warnie’s coming over tomorrow. You’ll never guess what Warnie’s done now.




    Warnie was likewise never other than himself. There might at first have been a desire to fit him into the continuum of Australian wrist spin: Hordern, Mailey, Grimmett, O’Reilly, Benaud, etc. But he was never the new Benaud, and certainly never the next Bob Holland or the coming Jim Higgs. When he made his Test debut, he actually looked like that friend of a friend who turns up to help your club out on Saturday, who used to play but hasn’t for ages, who didn’t have anything on and thought it might be fun to have a bit of a run-around, albeit he’d had a few the night before and maybe you could put him somewhere quiet. Warne completed the parallel by turning up to his first public appearance as an Australian player badly hung-over, reporting afterwards: ‘I headed straight for the safety of the toilet but didn’t make it in time.’




    No, there was not really a lineage for him to join that day – probably the opposite. When they took the field together, Allan Border actually invoked a less happy memory. ‘Don’t do a Johnny Watkins on us,’ he urged – a reference to the luckless leg-break bowler who had panicked at his only Test outing twenty years before. It was not, perhaps, the most sensitive of allusions, but there was a certain rough-house humour to it, as well as some worldly wisdom. What you’re about to do is difficult. What you’re about to do will test your resilience, and now and again you may cop a hiding. But don’t drop your bundle, because nobody else will pick it up.




    And while it was one of those days a hiding came his way, Warnie did as he was bidden, and within eighteen months had the cricket world at his feet, having bowled what was instantly dubbed ‘the Ball of the Century’. He was twenty-three – a young twenty-three, too, with little education, little self-awareness, still leading a sheltered life at home. The cultural historian Leo Braudy has observed that those who succeed in youth sometimes become symbolic before they become real – that one is ‘created by others before one can create oneself’. Yet the ‘Warnie’ persona appeared to rest lightly on him: a bit flash, a bit lairy, everyone’s mischievous pal, everyone’s incorrigible kid brother. So it was that even as he wrote the book on leg spin, he also wrote the book on fame.




    In our age, only two other cricketers have enjoyed comparable renown, dealing with it rather differently. Sachin Tendulkar veered one way, preserving his excellence by sequestering himself from a clamouring public; Ian Botham veered the other, allowing his legendary self-belief to become self-parodic. Warnie swaggered down the middle of the road, living large but always bowling big, revelling in the attention while never losing the love of his craft, seeming to treat the tabloid exposés as lightheartedly as sixes hit off his bowling. Just an occupational hazard. He’d put things right soon enough.




    In doing so, he became Australia’s best-known sportsman; perhaps even the most recognised Australian. Yet for all that visibility, large parts remained out of view – perhaps even to himself. ‘I am pretty simple, I think, don’t you?’ he proposed when interviewed by Jana Wendt in 2006, only to respond when she questioned him about his aberrations of behaviour: ‘A lot of people don’t understand. I don’t understand.’ She left, like many an interviewer before and since, concluding that it was ‘uncommonly easy to like him and a little harder to explain why’. I know exactly what Wendt means.




    I first met Shane Warne when I interviewed him for Inside Sport magazine in June 1994, at the end of a year in which he had become not only cricket’s outstanding slow bowler, but its biggest headline producer. He had contributed the Ball of the Century to cricket folklore; he had been damned for a display of petulance after taking the wicket of Andrew Hudson in Johannesburg; he was about to undertake the tour on which he would make the acquaintance of ‘John the bookie’. A publicity soundtrack had begun to which his deeds and misdeeds would form a drumbeat of praise and blame. Awaiting him in a bar in the Melbourne suburb of Brighton, I was not quite sure what to expect, and I confess after all these years I am still bemused by my first impression, which was of his excellent manners.




    Warne arrived talking on one of those cumbrous old mobile phones, which he snapped off with a ‘Gotta go, mate’ as soon as our eyes met, so that he could offer a big, thick-fingered hand. I braced myself for the bear-like grasp common among Australian sporting males, but did not receive it. The greeting was easy, open, genial. He apologised for being five minutes late – he had been filming a segment for Burke’s Backyard. He asked if I’d had trouble finding the place – some people did. Some years later when I read Primary Colors, the description of Governor Jack Stanton’s warm and intimate greeting ‘with that famous misty look’ struck me as an almost perfect description of meeting Warne. And Stanton is, of course, modelled on Bill Clinton, a man of similar charm, presence and susceptibilities to Warne.




    ‘Beer?’ Warne suggested, moving towards the bar, although when I explained I didn’t drink he bought softies instead. ‘Mind if I have a cigarette?’ he asked as we adjourned to a nearby table, and I said I’d be only too pleased as I also smoked; later on, when I ran out, he gave me his spare packet. ‘I’ve got heaps,’ he explained – golden days, indeed, when Benson & Hedges was still Australian cricket’s sponsor, and free cigarettes abounded.




    The interview unfolded much as five subsequent ones at intervals over Warne’s career. There was barely any need to get him started; if anything, you needed to slow him down a mite, so swiftly did his answers tend to gallop away from your original inquiry. Warne wasn’t to be fenced in by a question. He proceeded in a direction generally answerwards, and it was your job to keep up. I enjoyed it. In fact, I enjoyed every aspect of talking to Warne, not least his inexhaustible enthusiasm for cricket. I always listened with an ear cocked for any hint that he might be jaded, or bored, or fed up, or going through the motions, but never heard anything of the kind.




    I should perhaps have been more surprised about this enjoyment than I was, in that we had little in common beyond the cricket and maybe the smoking too. But really: he was big, beamish, talkative, fun; I was skinny, geeky, bookish and earnest. A few years later, I’d write a book about a spin bowler from the same suburb, Jack Iverson, who was doubting, diffident, self-torturing, and eventually self-destructive; I would have found it difficult to explain that life, and my interest in it, to Warne. But there he was: thoroughly engaging, not to say troublingly so, because it’s best in journalism not to like your subjects too much, lest you forget the roles of the respective parties. There’s a story about the left-wing journalist Paul Foot returning to the office of Private Eye from an interview with the right-wing politician and polemicist Enoch Powell in the early 1970s, putting his head down on the desk and groaning: ‘Oh, God . . . I liked him! I liked him!’ I’m bound to say that it was harder to set this aside with Warne than almost anyone I have interviewed.




    We spoke on that first occasion for around two hours, and it was I who ended the conversation, vaguely aware he had somewhere to be. Two things stick in my mind. As we shook hands by the exit, Warne asked abruptly: ‘Was I what you expected?’ The tone was not egotistical or aggrandising; it was the inquiry of someone just getting used to the idea that the impression he made on people was something that mattered, but over which he had limited control. I can’t remember my reply, but I recall his next comment: ‘The trouble is, people I’ve never met think they know all about me.’ Again, it wasn’t a bitter or a self-pitying remark; it was someone thinking aloud as they accustomed themselves to an idea. From that point forward, I always wondered about the long-term impact of never meeting anyone who did not know already who one was, who did not come with preconceptions, expectations, demands, annoyances. Warne would over the years admit to a certain vanity – indeed, the confession was integral to his defence against charges he had taken a banned substance. Was this partly an outcome, I speculated, of a reputation and recognisability that preceded Warne everywhere, a sense of having something to live up to, a desire not to disappoint?




    The other recollection is of standing at the stop soon afterwards awaiting my tram when at the traffic lights pulled up a RAV4 – the car Warne had won a few months earlier for being International Cricketer of the Year. ‘Need a lift anywhere, Gideon?’ said Warne, leaning out his window. I thought quickly. Was this ethical? Would I be accepting a favour that obligated me to my interviewee, that might compromise my objectivity? I decided I had better not, and declined the offer. ‘You sure?’ he asked. ‘Okay, no worries.’ His car pulled away and vanished into the night. An hour later I was still standing there – such is public transport in Melbourne – although the time passed quite quickly. I spent it wondering what I had struck.




    We are all of us still wondering – thus this book. I court his disapproval in undertaking it, because Warne is on record as saying that it should be illegal to write about someone without their permission – and, surprisingly perhaps, I have some sympathy with this point of view. ‘Isn’t this a simple matter?’ asked Doris Lessing, when submitted to the scrutiny of an unwelcome biographer. ‘There are people who like to be biographied, but the ones who refuse, may we not be excused? After all, we will be dead soon enough.’ A writer, moreover, is at least guaranteed some control of their works by copyright; the athlete enjoys no such protection.




    This book is not, however, a life story, which can seemingly contain few remaining surprises given the cumulative journalistic efforts to lay them bare, and has in any event been laid out at book length on at least fifteen occasions, most recently, sneeringly and priggishly by Paul Barry. This is an examination of Warne’s craft, an analysis of his career, and a survey of his phenomenon, while I’m still able to remember what it was like to live through all of them. Perhaps it is inevitable that Warne the cricketer will eventually be effaced in collective memory by Warne the image, but in the meantime some worthwhile purpose seems served by trying to reclaim him as a sportsman. We may not see his like again. We very nearly did not see him.




    Shane Warne, commences nearly every attempt to retell his story, is a boy from the burbs. The expression is rather less than meaningful, given that around 90 per cent of residents of Australia’s capital cities live more than five kilometres from their respective central business districts. But the point usually being made is that Warne is like everyone else – a contention with positive and pejorative connotations. Australia is a country, it has been said, whose people crave the approval of their garbage collector. Nobody wishes to be seen as too high and mighty; there is a pride taken in treating all alike.




    Warne values his membership of this egalitariat, nurtures his common touch, boasts of his inattention and irreverence at school, likes people to know he has ‘never read a complete book’ in his life and that he prefers to curl up with a good phone; in suburbia’s fictionalised arcadias, from Neighbours to Kath & Kim, he has looked very much at home. All of which plays to the stereotype of the suburbs as bastions of a white, materialist, anti-intellectual middle class. Australian thinkers, noted the economist Hugh Stretton, have tended to decry and essentialise their suburbs with ‘especial anger or gloom’; by identifying so cheerfully with them, Warne was in some eyes almost born to be suspect.




    The typicality of his youth, it must be said, does seem to run rather more than skin-deep. Warne was born at the Angliss Hospital in sylvan Ferntree Gully on 13 September 1969, but by the time he was school age his family had wended their way to Melbourne’s bayside suburbs, first Hampton, then Black Rock – a conventional migration, given the identification of access to sea and surf with the Australian leisure class. The constant presence in Warne’s life was probably his German-born mother Brigitte, three years old when her family joined the waves of postwar European migration to Australia. She is by all accounts a feisty, energetic, outgoing woman, dedicated to her sons, Shane and his younger brother Jason.




    In the late 1960s and early 1970s, writers such as the journalist Craig McGregor and the sociologist Ronald Conway were hypothesising that Australia should be considered not a patriarchy but a ‘matriduxy’, women having essentially usurped the Australian male in the domestic sphere by taking control of household finances, social organisation and child rearing. ‘All this fits in with everyday evidence about Australian families,’ argued McGregor. ‘The father appears to be the centre of authority, but when one of the children wants to do something the reply is often “Go and ask your mother” or “If it’s all right with Mum, it’s all right with me”.’ Imagining such an arrangement in the Warne household doesn’t require a great stretch.




    The influence of Shane’s softly spoken father Keith, however, is not to be underestimated. He was a financial services consultant, successful enough to indulge a love of prestige marques. Keith was not a cricketer; rather, he took it up aged forty when Shane and Jason showed aptitude, in order to play alongside them at East Sandringham Boys Cricket Club in the City of Moorabbin Cricket Association; the father took after the sons rather than the sons the father. It was a secure but liberal household, of opportunity, fun and forgiveness.




    A lot has been postulated about the role of Warne’s upbringing in the man he became. In setting up a straw Warne in his Spun Out, for example, Paul Barry speculates that ‘something in those early years’ must gnaw at him, although Barry doesn’t really know what it is, and scarcely cares: he simply has 540 pages to fill, and it may seem a more worthwhile expenditure of his energies if he sets up lame oppositions like ‘walking paradox’ and ‘a genius locked in the body of a fool’. On the contrary, Warne seems to have had a very happy childhood in a contented and harmonious household, and to have retained his bourgeois preferences as a member of the beau monde: plain tastes, good manners, treating people at face value and elders with respect. In time, he put love, comfort and security to the use we would actually always intend for them: as a base for achieving something noteworthy. It’s almost unusual for being so simple.




    So happy was his childhood that Warne would probably have been content for it to continue indefinitely: certainly his life took a trajectory that nurtured what he once described as the ‘big kid inside me who likes to have fun’. No epicure, he retained a childlike diet, heavy on cheese, bread, pizza and sweet drinks. He maintained a youthful enthusiasm for bright and shiny toys, inheriting his father’s love of cars. He has always been happy propped in front of a television, and to this day the walls of his home are hung with more screens than artworks. He even maintained a teen-film fetish long into adulthood – thus his famous sledge of England’s Ian Bell, likening him to the ‘Sherminator’, the buck-toothed ginger in American Pie. Plus, of course, he gravitated to sport, among whose many purposes, the social critic Christopher Lasch noted, is a kind of staving off or at least negotiation of change, recreating ‘the remembered perfection of childhood’ within ‘artificial boundaries’, satisfying both ‘the need for free fantasy and the search for gratuitous difficulty’.




    Sport also held forth its abiding Australian promise – of social mobility. Warne’s upbringing has lent itself to ready-made contrast with Bradman’s, who is perhaps to the bush as Warne is to the burbs. Bradman is usually held up as the embodiment of solitary drive and youthful perfectionism, Warne as the spoiled party boy almost too companionable for his own good. In fact, the views say as much about our received images of their origins as anything: the bush as a home to the authentic Australian spirit, the burbs its sterile, phoney, derivative replacement. For both achieved through sport their first glimmers of recognition from the wider world, eighteen-year-old Bradman when he was invited to Sydney by the St George Cricket Club, fifteen-year-old Warne when he was awarded a sporting scholarship to Mentone Grammar. They then turned these opportunities to separate and distinct ends, Bradman through single-minded dedication to cricket’s most elemental act, that of hitting the ball, Warne through an uncanny mastery of cricket’s most complicated and challenging art, that of spinning the ball.




    Who can tell why Warne should have elected to pursue wrist spin? Instructed in the leg break at East Sandringham, he did not take to it at once: ‘I’ve no idea why I stuck with it. I could never land the bloody thing then.’ He was initially, he has said, simply curious, made so by watching senior practice at the club, and the way that some bowlers ‘could make the ball spin either way without my being able to spot the difference’. But he preferred batting, and not without reason.




    Slow bowling is the most speculative and venturesome of all cricket’s activities. ‘I cannot approve of his recommending a young player to give a twist to his balls,’ counselled John Nyren 180 years ago in his canonical text, The Young Cricketer’s Tutor. ‘For in the first place, there are a hundred chances against his accomplishing the art, and ten hundred in favour of the practice spoiling his bowling altogether.’ Of all slow bowling’s variants, leg spin is the most enchanting, frustrating and confounding. ‘Leg spinners pose problems much like love,’ wrote Alan Ross in his poem ‘Watching Benaud Bowl’. ‘Requiring commitment/The taking of a chance.’ And in the decade Shane Warne began to play, cricket was less about love than sex: the sex of speed. In the 1980s, every country’s glass of fashion was the unassailable West Indies, with their devastating fast-bowling array – prowling, predatory, subtly erotic.




    It was, all the same, safe sex. For all its red-blooded virility, fast bowling reflected an attritional approach, which Australia was minded to mimic. When the West Indies picked four pace bowlers, we picked four too: it was the professional thing to do, the percentage strategy; it kept things tight and slowed the game, so if we didn’t win we at least didn’t lose as quickly. Although Australia twice took dead Tests off the West Indies in Sydney with slow bowling on helpful pitches, these were consolation victories; it barely occurred to us that Tests could be won by similar artifice on a regular basis.




    The barren scene for leg spin was relieved only by Abdul Qadir, Pakistan’s gremlin of the googly, with varieties beyond number, if just one appeal, beseeching and protracted. But Qadir took only 68 wickets at a costly 48 runs each away from home, where he was exhibited rather like a zookeeper’s prize – the last example in captivity of Homo googlius, formerly widespread, now confined to a single habitat. Through the 1980s, spin was described dolefully. ‘What hope for spin?’ asked Pat Murphy in The Spinner’s Turn. ‘Where have all the spinners gone?’ wondered Fred Trueman and Trevor Bailey in The Spinners’ Web. Spinning in a Fast World was the defeatist title of John Emburey’s guidebook.




    In Australia, the pang of absence was most acute. On our flat, hard, sun-baked pitches, off breaks have ever been a mug’s game; slow bowling has been about leg breaks and googlies, spun harder, usually bowled slower, generally both a little more penetrative and also expensive. Yet the great chain of practitioners, anchored by Ranji Hordern, progenitor of the googly in Australia at the dawn of the twentieth century, had broken down. Arthur Mailey and Clarrie Grimmett were names in books. Bill O’Reilly had staked out a miserabilist corner of the Sydney Morning Herald in which a pet peeve was the decadence and dreariness of a game without wrist spin. If you’ve a good cricket memory now, you can recite some of the decade’s could-be-anythings, anointed too soon, gone before their time: Malcolm Dolman, Chris Broadby, Adrian Tucker, Stuart Saunders, Stephen Milosz, to name but a few.




    Yet here is the wonder of it. The most exorbitantly talented leg-break bowler in history largely eluded not just cricket’s notice but his own. Warne wanted, first and foremost, to be a footballer – and not just any footballer, but a blond-haired star like St Kilda’s Trevor Barker and Hawthorn’s Dermott Brereton. In fact, he lacked the talent, the physique and the work ethic to go further than the reserves at St Kilda, being unceremoniously cut from its list at the end of the 1988 season. In the meantime, he was neither O’Reilly, wheeling away for hour upon hour with a mallee root when there was no ball to hand, nor po-faced Mailey, who never saw an orange he did not want to spin, nor wizened Grimmett, who made a willing slave of his fox terrier during solitary practice sessions. Slow bowling was what Warne was left with when his original ambitions peeled away.




    Perhaps it was a help rather than a hindrance: he could ignore the dire forebodings about spin’s future as he grew up, forget the occasional sloggings that mark every young spinner’s career, pursue his ends by exquisite indirection, developing a distance from his craft, a natural perspective, a philosophical streak. He could continue treating it almost as a parlour game: look how far he could spin the ball!




    Warne has turned ‘cricket found me’ into a cliché. ‘I have skill as a cricketer, and, fortunately, cricket found me,’ his high-definition 3D simulacrum repeats every fifteen minutes at the National Sports Museum at the Melbourne Cricket Ground. And there is no mistaking that, to the man himself, the idea has been deeply empowering. Great sport stories often ooze the loneliness of excellence, the pain of perfectionism. ‘Many athletes seem truly to love to play their sport,’ said John McEnroe in his autobiography. ‘I don’t think I ever felt that way about tennis.’ Andre Agassi owned to hating tennis ‘with a dark and secret passion’. Even the averagely gifted recognise the compulsive aspect in their psychologies. ‘You spend a good piece of your life gripping a baseball,’ remarked Jim Bouton in his classic journeyman’s journal Ball Four. ‘And it turns out it was the other way round all the time.’ Warne, by contrast, keen but not desperate, enthused but investing little of himself, walked backwards into his future. Had he but known it, he was developing an ideal leg spinner’s constitution.




    Warne was also arriving at the physicality to go with it. He grew evenly to 180 centimetres, without suffering the growth spurt that unsettles many young slow bowlers by changing their natural trajectories. He came by a husky upper body, thanks partly to a childhood accident that simultaneously broke both his legs and for nearly a year confined him to a cart in which he had to push himself around. If not speedy, his legs themselves were strong, suited to conveying him from A to B all the live long day. And for all the jests and jollies about Warne’s body during his cricket career, he was in general, in the original sense of the word, perfectly ‘fit’ – fitted to his task, suited to his skills.




    Warne was in some respects like that old joke about the Australian asked if he can play the violin. ‘I don’t know,’ the Aussie answers. ‘I’ve never tried.’ As Warne’s career unfolded, so did the wonder grow of its serendipity, bordering on preordination. Cricket found him, he would say, as though it had been out there looking all along.




    That he was a good junior cricketer and not a precocious one who shattered records left and right may also have grounded him more firmly in the game, rather than wedding him to a particular faculty. Because Warne from the first exhibited an affinity with all of cricket. He bowled leg breaks, but he also bowled medium-pace, hit hard, caught well, and captained successfully, at Mentone Grammar. He watched too. He was exposed to cricket’s celebrity pull: the first one-day game he attended was one of Kerry Packer’s attractions at VFL Park. He absorbed cricket’s element of speculation: the first Test he saw was the 1982 Boxing Day match, on the final morning of which Australian hopes were carried by last pair Allan Border and Jeff Thomson, who had added 37 and needed 37 more for victory. Here was the quintessential anything-could-happen Test day. One ball could have ended it. Yet the hopeful thousands who trekked to Jolimont were rewarded with an hour of perfect agony ending three runs short of ecstasy – twelve years later, those who flocked to the ground despite the foregone conclusion of another one-sided Ashes Test were gifted by Warne with a hat-trick.




    Warne was imbued with the game, then, rather than simply infatuated with one dimension of it – his own, rather anachronistic facility for turning the ball from leg to off. He did not have to identify with Jim Higgs or Bob Holland or Peter Sleep or Trevor Hohns, or any of the other triers who preserved the guttering flame of leg spin in Australia through the 1980s; he could enjoy the game for its possibilities, drift along on its dreams, explain that he was playing ‘because my mates did’. The happy-go-lucky impression he gives of himself in his various life stories suggests someone who would have been deterred by anything at which he had to try too hard, anything demanding total immersion. Even when his football career petered out, he does not seem to have committed himself to cricket: it was something he did, rather than who he was. He returned from a northern summer of club cricket in England’s West Country so overweight that his father almost failed to recognise him at the airport. And he might very easily have slipped from sight altogether but for the tide in Australian cricket’s affairs.




    In a true and arguably unprecedented historic sense, cricket did find Warne. He was taken in by the game as he floated through it because of a unique set of circumstances; and that embrace was an outcome not of success but of compound failure, in sport in general, and cricket in particular.




    Traditionally, Australia had relied for its sporting exemplars on the admixture of talent, sun, fresh air and open space. It came in for a rude awakening at the 1976 Montreal Olympics, where its athletes failed to win a gold medal for the first time in four decades, plunging the national sports establishment into introspection. A writer in The Guardian likened the country to a ‘middle-aged athlete gone flabby’, and as a consequence ‘stricken by self-doubt and torn by bitter recriminations’. The toning up recommenced with the foreshadowing in January 1980 of an Australian Institute of Sport, which opened the following year to 153 ‘scholars’ with the prime ministerial promise that the country was ‘no longer going to let the rest of the world pass us by’.




    Yet that was exactly what happened in Australian cricket in the ensuing nine years, a phase as barren as any in its history. The loss of three in four Ashes series, and four in five Frank Worrell Trophy series aroused interest in a cricket academy as part of the AIS, and dedicated to a similar kind of hothousing of talent. The country’s new national coach, Bob Simpson, was in favour; so was an individual who thought himself a kind of national coach, cricket-loving prime minister Bob Hawke; so was the Commonwealth Bank, still state-owned and patriotically oriented. The Australian Cricket Board determined the inaugural intake of scholars at a training camp in September 1987, and managers Jack Potter and Peter Spence began running their residential programme from an AIS office on Adelaide’s Henley Beach Road eight months later.




    Crisis, as they say, begets opportunity. It’s quite possible that a successful Australian team in the 1980s would have militated against the rise of Shane Warne, that there would not then have been a compulsion to beat the country’s bushes for cricket talent, that with his vagrant spirit he would have slowly departed from the scene. Twenty when he made his first XI debut at the district club of St Kilda in December 1989, he would in the normal run of events have achieved little notice, taking as he did only nine expensive wickets in his eleven games that season. Instead, Warne benefited not only from the reform of the Australian game, but also from its still personal nature, for he was passed along an old-fashioned cricket chain: after watching Warne in the nets at St Kilda one night, Test selector Jim Higgs urged Potter and Spence to take him on as an extra ‘scholar’ – perhaps the first and only time the word has been used in the context of Warne. Despite his being a year or two older than the rest, they welcomed him in April 1990.




    The rationale was simple: Warne gave it a rip. Leaving his hand, the ball emitted an audible flit-flit-flit-flit, then on descending to earth deviated as much as half a pitch’s width. It did not always land where it was aimed; the unplayable was interspersed with the unreachable. But for all the learned nostrums about the need for precision and consistency that are usually stressed around young spinners, nothing excites other cricketers more in evaluating potential than a massive break, because nothing is more innate. A spinner can grow smarter, tighter, more various, more aggressive, but because the imparting of spin is as much an outcome of physicality as a matter of skill, seldom will they learn to impart more revs. If anything, the opposite is likelier – that revs will be sacrificed in pursuit of accuracy, or lost in the passage of years. While Warne’s young technique was still embryonic – he had at first an old-fashioned rock-back action, approaching slowly, tossing it high – what could not be taught was always there.




    In hindsight, he had unconsciously imbibed one of sport’s first principles. Jack Nicklaus’s advice to every young golfer has been to learn to drive the ball a long way and only then to think about getting it in the hole; Rafa Nadal’s coach counselled him early on simply to hit the ball hard and only then to concern himself with keeping it in; without needing to be told, Warne rejoiced in the tricks a rotating sphere could play. It did not have to be a cricket ball. He would whiz tennis balls down the corridor of his digs at the Alberton Hotel, and whirr billiard balls round its pool table – spinning leg breaks into the left corner pocket and wrong’uns into the right – then, when Potter taught him a fiendishly difficult variation called the flipper, making balls spin back as well. Few cricketers, then, could have blended more perfectly with the academy’s mission, to mould Test cricketers out of inchoate, untamed talent. Rough, raw but rich in possibility, Warne was in a sense a coach’s dream.




    Warne was also, proverbially, a coach’s nightmare. His time at the academy has been amply mythologised, partly by him. He is the rebel soul who bucked the system, the maverick genius à rebours. He certainly looked the part, with his casual indifference to training, sunny sense of entitlement, invariably bulging billfold supplemented from home, and hotted-up white Cortina with sun roof and mag wheels. On the day that his future teammates Justin Langer and Damien Martyn first met him, he was sitting alone devouring a family-sized pizza and supping on a can of VB. Unlike contemporaries such as Michael Slater, who pursued a place at the academy as though his life depended on it, Warne emanated a sense that his was an opportunity to take or leave. But perhaps because these were early days in the experiment, this did not work against him as it later might have. His puerile excesses tested the patience of his elders but never to breaking point, partly because everyone was feeling their way in this new regime, and partly because Potter and Spence had rather more to deal with behind the scenes than Warne’s indiscretions.




    Surprisingly in hindsight, Potter and Spence had at this stage few allies. Promised government monies did not eventuate. Older cricket salts thought the academy, with its emphasis on fitness and athleticism, too scientific and experimental; their idea of coaching was still practice nets and high catches. For their part, the AIS bureaucracy found cricket old-fashioned, and disapproved of the academy’s connection with the Commonwealth Bank; what was the institute doing helping a wealthy sport like cricket anyway? Potter and Spence found themselves tugged this way then that, and finally quit, after which there was an attempt to introduce more traditional coaching discipline, against which Warne predictably chafed; the AIS then bungled the probation Warne was placed on, and he finally resolved the stand-off by returning to Melbourne. The official history of the AIS does not even mention cricket, disowning in a way its most famous product.
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