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Introduction





    A very particular type of sports star rose to prominence during what might be termed the first great age of televised sport from the mid-1960s to the mid-1980s. That there was a mass unseen audience out there somewhere in the ether seemed to affect the way these sportsmen conducted themselves, and how they viewed themselves. They became public performers in a way sportsmen had not been before. The mere presence of cameras enhanced the stature of all sportsmen regardless of how they performed, but the very best acquired a greater aura, wielded greater power, and ultimately accumulated greater wealth. With the help of television they could achieve heroic status even in a contest attended by only a few thousand, even a few hundred, people. This is of course precisely what happened with the Headingley Test match of 1981, the defining event of Ian Botham’s career.




    Not all sportsmen were comfortable with this shift. Some who thought little of playing in front of large crowds felt intimidated by television’s faceless but all-seeing eye. For a special few, though, a heightened sense of theatre was all they could have wished for. Television guaranteed them an audience of unquantifiable magnitude and, on the basis that recordings might be repeated any number of times, it literally offered immortality – provided you were good enough to produce something worth watching again and again.




    Muhammad Ali exemplified this hunger for fame through a lens but Botham fell into this category too. He saw himself as an entertainer, not only emptying bars in the grounds but filling sitting-rooms in homes, and he did so through the verve, courage and lion-hearted endeavour he brought to his play. He loved a big stage and there was none bigger than the Ashes. He displayed skill, especially with his bowling, but it was the unbridled physical commitment that stood out: he seemed to bowl forever, without ever getting tired. The cameras sometimes caught him changing boots and afforded a glimpse of battered feet and bloodied toes, a sight to turn your stomach. He was one of the bravest cricketers there has ever been.




    I was among those out there in the ether, who first experienced Botham’s heroics on TV. In his early years with England, his talent, exuberance and eagerness for battle leaped out of the screen. How could he be so at ease when most found it so difficult? Did he not suffer from nerves, or doubt? He was obviously personable, too; he shared in his team-mates’ successes; with greater regularity, they shared in his. Most strikingly, in an era when the default setting of most English cricketers was ‘safety first’, he was happy to take risks, and to accept that the risk-taking was not always going to pay off. This was the price of being an entertainer: he understood it, and we the public were asked to understand as well. He embraced being our champion and loved the power invested in him. It was too good to last. He was too good to last.




    Even though I lived only a few miles from Headingley, I watched most of that great innings in 1981 on TV because I had, like most others, given up on England after watching them in person being outplayed for three days. Then, when he and Graham Dilley began their mayhem, I was stuck: dare I risk the 25-minute journey down to the ground or should I stay put and be sure not to miss anything? I stayed put, or rather transfixed, scarcely believing what I was seeing. I made sure I was at the ground the next day, and saw Bob Willis wreak havoc. I wanted to be a follower of the team from that day on.




    The costs of being a people’s champion were to run deeper, very deep. By making such a conscious decision in the mid-1980s to wear striped blazers and strange hats, and long hair and droopy moustaches, Botham showed that he regarded the limelight as being almost as important as winning. And, because relying on his instincts had carried him so far, he believed that trusting his talent and not stifling his urges – as some would have had him do – was always the right thing to do. He worked less hard on his game and still did not agonise over failures. What was important was remaining true to the gifts for which the public loved him.




    The real trouble started for Botham – as it did for all the top stars – when he stopped being so outrageously successful. People who felt they knew him from having seen him on TV were not so friendly when they met him in a pub with a few beers inside them. And administrators bewildered at the power he wielded were not always minded to cut him the slack he wanted when his instincts took him into dangerous territory off the field. The innocence evaporated and was replaced by a mistrust of the outside world – the big ‘out there’ that he thought he had tamed – that at times slid towards paranoia. This prompted some reckless behaviour, as though he had reckoned that if others were set on destroying him, he might as well destroy himself first.




    I also witnessed this second phase of his career, still mainly on TV though also quite often at closer quarters. Botham did not now seem such a pleasant man, or such a joyous one. There was an edge to him that had not been present during his youth.




    He had been hurt by the world and seemed inclined to inflict hurt in return. There was more political calculation in what he did, more hunger for power and influence, and more preening. He was less open to compromise, or reason, and more defensive. There was often only one way to do something: his way. There were still brilliant performances, but increasingly they were outnumbered by bad ones. These years were harsh, disquieting and sometimes lonely. He needed more reassurance than he let on.




    §grace. George Best before him, and Alex Higgins and Paul Gascoigne afterwards, had similar experiences. They too were gifted, glorious entertainers, who were champions of the people and scourges of the Establishment. They too came into the world with little, and called on the Devil’s work to fill the hours between matches. They too perceived the outside world to be turning against them. Their response was to drink to excess and behave so badly that the world could not but fall out of love with them.




    There was a difference though. By the late 1980s, a common fear was held by many observers, including myself, that, as Botham began to be sidelined by an England regime intent on restoring order and discipline, his career might fall off a cliff as spectacularly as Best’s had and Higgins’ and Gascoigne’s would. But somehow it did not happen. They could not cope with fame, but he could. He teetered on the edge once or twice but pulled back. The pleasures of everyday life meant too much to someone who, while extraordinary in many ways, was down-to-earth and normal in others.




    The fear had been that once he stopped playing the loss of a mass audience could have killed his spirit, like it did the others. But crucially, he found ways to remain a public performer, through marathon roadshows, pantomime and TV shows, but mainly through mighty charity walks. These walks in aid of leukaemia were the key, because they reawakened in him the generosity of spirit that had become buried during the dark days of his celebrity. He discovered that he could use his fame to the advantage of others as well as himself. The walks also gave him the chance to show off his specialist subject, the conquering of pain.




    Having hung up his boots as a player, he took a seat – if not root – in the commentary box. Some suggested he was less interested in the cricket and more in the comfortable living the job provided. If it was a tame and predictable existence after the dramas of his earlier life, it may also have been that he was content, grateful even, simply to have survived.
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    Lords and Lepers




    ‘When you heard a banging of boots and studs on the floor you knew it was time to disappear because it meant the guys were bored and on their way down . . . They would have already decided to target someone. Who was it going to be? You knew they would be getting hold of somebody and stripping that person naked, laying them out on the table and whitening them all over with the whitener that was used on the boots . . . Ian was the guy they picked on all the time. He was big and they knew he would always fight back. And that was more fun.’




    ROLAND BUTCHER, MEMBER OF THE


    MCC GROUNDSTAFF 1971–72




    Britain in the early 1970s was a place that was monochrome going on grey, a bleak time of harsh economic conditions and brutal social change. For many young men lacking a privileged background, it was not easy getting a decent education or a good job. State education was going through a bitter transition to a comprehensive system, and classroom violence and truancy were on the rise, as was juvenile crime. For those who had left school, work was a much prized commodity in an environment crippled by massive oil-price hikes and epic government–union confrontations. By the middle of the decade, inflation would touch 20 per cent and more people would be unemployed than at any time since the Second World War.




    The national malaise was reflected in the humiliations of England’s sporting teams. The football side, victors in 1966, suffered the unprecedented ignominy of twice failing to qualify for the World Cup finals. The cricket team surrendered the Ashes to a terrifying pair of Australian fast bowlers, Jeff Thomson and Dennis Lillee, and succumbed to successive home defeats to the West Indies, much to the noisy delight of a growing immigrant population from the Caribbean. Britain’s performance at the 1976 Olympic Games was an embarrassment.




    Sport mirrored society’s turmoil and ugliness. Many of the most enduring images were ones of violence or rebellion. Football attracted Clockwork Orange style thugs who indulged in tribal warfare, wrecking trains and turning residential streets into battlegrounds. Spectators routinely invaded the playing areas, some of them without their clothes. Supporters of George Davis, a former cab driver serving time for robbery, dug up the pitch during a Test match at Headingley. Billy Bremner, captain of Leeds United, perhaps the best but probably also the most physical team in the country, and Liverpool’s Kevin Keegan fought each other on Wembley’s turf during the Charity Shield. The British Lions made some famously violent rugby tours. Harvey Smith flicked a two-fingered salute at organisers during a showjumping event. Ian Chappell’s Australians introduced cricket to verbal intimidation. Boxing, the most atavistic of sports, was at the height of its popularity.




    But at the same time sport was in the early stages of being rehabilitated as a public spectacle by the most powerful medium of the age – television. The transition from black-and-white television to colour served to provide armchair viewers with the best seats in the house and, ultimately, it was the vast sums broadcasters were prepared to pay to screen sporting events (ultimately charging viewers for the privilege) that would underpin a financial boom. Between 1971 and 1976, the proportion of TV sets that were colour rose in Britain from one in twelve to one in two. For many television watchers, the early 1970s were grey in more ways than one.




    But the mega-riches that television would deliver were still some way off. Sportsmen were appreciated more by fans than their penny-pinching employers and few cricketers or footballers undertook a career in the hope of getting rich. An England cricketer in the home season of 1973 earned £160 for playing in a Test, and four home one-day matches against New Zealand and West Indies were played for a total prize fund of £5,000. But by 1977 change was very plainly afoot when two high-profile figures put money before national duty. Don Revie swapped the £20,000 he was receiving for managing the England football team for £60,000 tax free to run a team in the Middle East. The Football Association attempted to ban him for ten years but Revie successfully challenged its ruling in the courts. And Tony Greig, the England cricket captain, was sacked after it emerged that he was helping Kerry Packer, an Australian TV magnate, set up a series of matches involving the world’s top players. The cricket authorities sought to challenge Packer’s plans but had as little joy in the courts as the FA. Such betrayals caused public outcries, which suggested that the man in the street’s admiration for his heroes went only so far; he too expected them to play for love rather than money. But the die was now cast.




    Ian Botham, who played his first Test for England in 1977, arrived on the scene at just the right time. In an era short on glamour and personalities, he brought to people’s summers an irresistible cocktail of talent, energy and swagger. After the pain inflicted by Greig’s disloyalty, he made English cricket feel better about itself. With the stench of economic failure in the air, he also made the country feel good about itself again.




    Here too was another reminder – following the examples of the Beatles, the rise of northern football teams such as Manchester United, Liverpool and Leeds, and Harold Wilson’s ascendancy to the premiership – that Britain’s working class was on the rise. And Botham was plainly a man of the people; as one team-mate put it, he was ‘a bricklayer who happened to be good at something else’. Cricket was capable of producing heroes from all walks of life but no one since Fred Trueman had struck such a chord with the common man. For this Botham won himself a fund of public goodwill, a fund that years later he threatened to drain but uncannily managed to replenish.




    He also perfectly caught sport’s first big financial wave. He certainly needed the cash, having been regularly short since leaving state school in Yeovil at the age of fifteen. If a love of cricket, competition and country were among his chief motivations, so too was hard economic necessity. As John Parish, the musician, who also grew up in the town at this time, once said, ‘Yeovil did not have a lot going for it.’ Ultimately few would live more vigorously by the Thatcherite mantra of ‘go out and get what you want’.




    Botham’s story is a great piece of British sporting history, one of the greatest. But it was a story of glamour and grit together. And the grit came from the times in which he grew up. The 1970s was a decade from which everyone was trying to escape.




    If there was one period that shaped him the most it was the time he spent on the MCC groundstaff at Lord’s in the early 1970s. Fresh from leaving school at the minimum legal age, it was his first serious job and his first attempt at making his way as a professional cricketer. It was a period he would later dismiss as unimportant because being a Lord’s groundstaff boy was not something to be particularly proud of – too many of them were county rejects. It was certainly not the life for a future champion.




    For a working-class lad who had left comprehensive school in Somerset with few qualifications or social advantages, Botham found the elaborate hierarchy of the Marylebone Cricket Club irksome. Here was cricket’s archaic social order in all its glory and he was entering at the very bottom. This was a hard, undignified first taste of the ways of the outside world. Here was grit aplenty.




    Wider society may have been changing rapidly and unpredictably with trades union leaders showing themselves as powerful as prime ministers, but Lord’s remained loyally class-bound, an ancient regime ripe for change but resourcefully resistant to it. Its membership was largely white and totally male.




    MCC, wealthy and private, had long been the most powerful cricket club in the world. It was the guardian of the laws of the game (as it is now). Its secretary acted as secretary of the International Cricket Council, the game’s world governing body. And when the England team toured overseas they travelled under the MCC flag – and would continue doing so until 1977–78, when Botham first went with them.




    MCC had only recently survived the biggest scandal in its history when, in 1968, it had implicitly supported a decision to exclude the non-white Basil d’Oliveira from an England tour in an apparent act of appeasement to South Africa’s apartheid government. When d’Oliveira was finally included in the team, South Africa’s government objected and the tour was cancelled. A return series in England in 1970 was then abandoned after anti-apartheid demonstrations ensured that even barbed wire and barricades could not guarantee the safe progress of matches. Asian cricket bodies suspected MCC of racial prejudice and there was talk of a breakaway cricket authority being formed. MCC’s role as a private club governing a public game came under scrutiny and this led to the formation of the International Cricket Council. The Council was designed to meet the requirements of a modern governing body but in fact it was a mere fig-leaf – it operated out of Lord’s, its principal officers were MCC officers, and its committee was packed with past, present and future MCC presidents. Similarly the Test and County Cricket Board (TCCB), created to run the English professional game, worked from offices at Lord’s. Through elder statesmen such as Gubby Allen, who lived in a house adjacent to the ground and acted as the club’s treasurer, MCC continued to hold sway.




    The new order was barely distinguishable from the old and even though the distinction between amateur and professional had been formally scrapped a culture remained that cricketers played for love not money. The groundstaff that Botham joined were paid a pittance, while things were so bad at Middlesex that a pay dispute – a rare thing – had recently surfaced. Any professional cricketer practising on the Nursery ground had to do so in whites, never anything as proletarian as a tracksuit.




    MCC still favoured the old-style amateurs educated at public school and Oxbridge, a type that had provided the majority of England captains down the years. Indeed, Brian Close – only the second working-class captain of England in modern times after Len Hutton, and later Botham’s first captain at Somerset – was sacked in 1967 after upsetting the suits at Lord’s with some time-wasting tactics in a county match. Close reckoned that former Tory prime minister Sir Alec Douglas-Home, MCC president at the time, was a prime mover in the affair.




    Just how little had changed became evident in August 1973 when Ray Illingworth, who had won the Ashes in Australia and then retained them at home, was suddenly and mysteriously removed as England captain during a Lord’s Test against West Indies, an event Illingworth put down to ‘a certain VIP in the Lord’s hierarchy’. When Geoff Boycott – like Close and Illingworth a Yorkshireman by birth – was then passed over as Illingworth’s successor in favour of Kent’s Mike Denness, northern suspicions of a cosy Home Counties carve-up were reignited. Boycott would later complain darkly that ‘a bunch of southern public-school smoothies are determined that no miner’s son from Yorkshire will captain England’. Whether the conspiracy theories were correct hardly mattered; the perception was real enough. It was a perception Botham would buy into.




    However unpalatable the system, the young Botham had been given a great opportunity to work on his cricket at Lord’s, and it was not as though he had more attractive options. His father Les had advised him that, despite earning a trial with Crystal Palace, he was not fleet-footed enough to make it as a footballer. And Somerset were unsure they wanted him. They were not ready to give him regular cricket even in their second team and as an impoverished club could not afford to carry passengers on their staff. Even if Botham was exaggerating (as he sometimes did) when he said that had it not been for cricket he would have ended up in jail, the sport surely was his best chance of making a success of things.




    Not that the young tearaway found much reason to see it this way. When he arrived at Lord’s as a junior member of the ground-staff for a brief trial in September 1971, before returning for the full summers of 1972 and 1973, he soon discovered that he was to be a serf in all but name. Wages were meagre. He started 1972 on twelve pounds a week, although Andrew Wagner, who had played for Somerset under-15s with Botham and followed him onto the groundstaff, said that by 1973 the county were supplementing their wage with an extra three pounds a week in the first year, dropping to two pounds a week in the second. This was simply not enough for some. Roland Butcher, who had emigrated from Barbados and who under Botham’s captaincy would become the first black West Indian to play Test cricket for England, recalled: ‘The best cricketer was a fellow called Dennis Chambers, but he didn’t stay long. I started on eight pounds a week – plus an extra two pounds because I lived more than twenty-five miles away – and Chambers decided he couldn’t live on that.’ Others relied on parents to bail them out.




    Even without an apprenticeship, Botham did not find it hard to earn more when he went back to Yeovil for the winter. One of his jobs was laying floor tiles in the local hospital. It was not glamorous but he claimed with pride that he never went a week without finding work.




    Many of the tasks Botham was given at Lord’s were of the most menial variety – cleaning boots, washing the pavilion windows, hauling the tarpaulin covers on and off the pitch and pulling the mighty Thomas Lord roller up and down the square. These were not tasks undertaken by the older groundstaff boys, who enjoyed much greater privileges.




    The seniors were housed in better quarters, in the old bowlers’ room at the right-hand end of the pavilion in what is now the members’ bar, while the juniors were on the floor below, in ready proximity for a summons from Bill Jones, the head boy to the staff of forty. The seniors spent five days a week in net practice while the juniors were confined to two or three days. Seniors also enjoyed the less physically strenuous task of selling scorecards on big match-days. The seniors would be picked for the groundstaff’s matches against the stronger sides such as county second XIs while the B-staffers, under the nickname of MCC Nippers, played local club sides.




    The A-staffers could pick and choose which MCC members they would bowl to in afternoon nets. If they didn’t fancy it, they would send along the younger boys. It was a decision almost entirely dependent on the prospects of a decent tip.




    ‘I was supposed to keep the lads in order,’ said Jones, who had been there since 1967. ‘I worked out the duty rosters. The more senior you were, the better jobs you got given. We would net for two hours in the morning, have lunch, then there would be fielding, and more practice finishing about 4pm. Then we had to be available to bowl to members. Roy Harrington would ring the bowlers’ room and I’d answer. If it was a good payer, I’d go, if not I’d send someone else. Ian did it. There was a guy called Manningham-Butler, a big bloke, who would bat for three hours given the chance, and not give us a penny. Word would get around, we’d send over two quicks and hope he’d be gone in fifteen minutes. It was a good way of getting a few quid.’




    The A-staffers may have enjoyed advantages over the youngsters but there would be times when they were reminded of their place. ‘The best part of the job was bowling to Test players,’ Jones added. ‘We weren’t paid any extra but didn’t need it. You saw how easy they made it. The day before a Test, they would come down and two or three of us would get changed into whites and go along to nets while the rest helped to get the ground ready. One time, Boycott, Illingworth and David Brown were there and I bowled Boycott first ball. It pitched middle and hit off. Illy turned and said: “We’ve been trying to do that for thirty minutes. Now you can fuck off.” And he sent me away.’ Botham bowled at the England players before the 1972 Ashes Test but that year there was simply no preparing them for the ordeal to come, Bob Massie destroying them with one of the great exhibitions of swing bowling. Botham watched the game sat on the grass around the boundary’s edge. In later years when they were England teammates, Botham would refuse to bowl to Boycott in the nets on the basis that he had done so often enough during his groundstaff days.




    Naturally, the B-staffers were desperate for promotion but it took Botham until midway through his second full summer to achieve this.




    If Botham hated his junior status, there was much else that he abhorred about Lord’s. He loathed bowling at the members and Jones came to realise it was not always the best thing to send him, as he would start taking the mickey by bowling full tosses and bouncers. Butcher said that Botham ‘would really try to hit them [the members] because he detested those guys coming out at five to six when you were ready to go home. He would just run in and try to bounce them.’ One can imagine this sturdy-framed youngster, big for his age since the age of thirteen, burning with indignation if ever an MCC member got his cover drive working against him, and eager to bounce him out of his self-satisfied comfort zone.




    It was not only MCC members who took advantage. Middle sex, who leased Lord’s as their home ground, would often commandeer the groundstaff boys. John Emburey, a future England team-mate of Botham, was a youngster on Middlesex’s books. ‘We saw a lot of him [Botham] on the Nursery. Some people abused them [the groundstaff] by saying, “Come and have a bowl, come and have a bowl,” but I didn’t. I actually got on OK with him, which stood me in good stead later on when I played international cricket with him. It was as though we were buddies.’




    Botham never found Lord’s a comfortable place. He felt that MCC officials and members always talked about players – even successful England ones – as though they were labourers on their farm. He felt unwanted and would get angry as soon as he walked into the ground. He was not alone in this. The Lancastrian Michael Atherton, whose career began more than ten years after Botham’s, shared his distaste of Lord’s: ‘The place really got up my nose. Its gatemen were rude, its officials were standoffish.’




    Although Botham could have been turned off by his experiences, his time on the MCC groundstaff only convinced him that he should pursue cricket as a career, perhaps precisely because so few people took his ambition seriously. Being so fiercely competitive, he became determined to prove them wrong.




    He formed friendships with those who were also outsiders from clubs like Gloucestershire and Glamorgan as well as Somerset, all counties that received little acknowledgement from the cricketing Establishment. Long after they had gone their various ways, and Botham himself had become an international celebrity, he was loyal to these old allies, taking them out for meals, visiting sick relatives in hospital, and generally keeping in touch. Although he did not always show it, he had a fundamentally kind nature. And he never hid his modest social background: although naturally sensitive to accusations that he lacked ‘class’, he often displayed a determinedly plebeian image.




    For those like Botham who were having their first taste of life away from home, London could prove an enormous culture shock. The capital was a world away from Yeovil, which was small even in Somerset terms. But nowhere in the county could remotely compare with the bustling metropolis. Even many years later, Australian batsman Justin Langer, who spent three years with Middlesex and four with Somerset, found the contrast stark. ‘It’s almost like two different ends of the world,’ he said. ‘London and Somerset . . . you could not pick two more different places.’




    Barry Lloyd, a young off-spinner from Glamorgan, had just finished his O levels in 1971 when the county asked if he fancied going onto the Lord’s groundstaff. ‘I was a little boy from Neath and it was a lot of responsibility. You grew up. You learned how to live. You had to wash your kit and feed yourself and get yourself to out-matches. You’d be given a letter telling you where you’d be playing. Once I went to the Isle of Wight. I had to get a 5.30am boat train to Portsmouth and a ferry across. We were there for the love of cricket and happy to play. My father had been a miner. I told my work experience teacher at school that I wanted to play cricket in the summer and ski in the winter. He said good luck. If it hadn’t been for cricket I’d have worked in a factory. It would have been the same for Ian.’ After ten years with Glamorgan, Lloyd became a school teacher in South Wales.




    Shortly before Botham arrived, Arthur Francis, a batsman who was genuinely ambidextrous, was sent up to London by Glamorgan to join Lloyd. ‘I had left school at sixteen and gone to nets with Glamorgan,’ Francis recalled. ‘They asked me if I wanted to go to Lord’s. I had never been away from home before. London was a big eye-opener.’ Francis, too, lasted ten years with Glamorgan, during which he scored just one century, before becoming a carpenter and groundsman in Pontarddulais.




    The Glamorgan and Somerset players in particular stuck together – Lloyd, Francis, Botham and Keith Jennings, also from Somerset, along with Rodney Ontong, who had been thwarted in his original ambition in coming over from South Africa to pursue a career as a footballer with Chelsea. Ontong became Botham’s closest friend during this period. ‘Our friendship was instantaneous,’ Ontong recalled. ‘We were similar types. He was a great mate, my greatest friend . . . I was impressed at how he was prepared to do things his own way.’ At first they stayed in a hostel run by MCC at High Elm, in West Hampstead, but later moved into their own flat near the ground before being thrown out after falling behind with the rent, after which they dossed down in the dressing-room at the Nursery end. Francis recalled Botham living in a flat in Broadhurst Gardens, two minutes from Finchley Road tube. ‘We got on well and were pretty close,’ he remembered. ‘We played together and hung out together. We would meet for a few beers in the evening. We had no cars or luxuries and went everywhere by tube.’




    The Londoners among the groundstaff looked upon this group with curiosity and amusement. ‘We had a few from Somerset,’ recalled Jones. ‘They came across as lads from the sticks. Keith Jennings had a yokel accent.’ Ian Gould, who played for Middle-sex second XI at the age of fifteen and also represented Arsenal youth teams in goal, and would later play one-day internationals alongside Botham, said of him: ‘He was a wild boy. They stuck together the Wales and Somerset boys and it was hard to break in with them. You either had to be a good player, or a good drinker, or have money, because they never had any. It was OK for me. I was only twenty miles away and could go home. But those lads . . . it made him streetwise. We were sent all over the place [to matches]. You would turn up at 8.30am and be told you were needed at Brighton or Eastbourne College and off you’d go. There was no pampering. He [Ian] probably wouldn’t admit it but he was a naive lad when he came. Lord’s was the best thing that ever happened to him.’




    Another in their group was Roland Butcher, who like Jones commuted from Stevenage. Two years older than Botham, Butcher had already played for Gloucestershire’s second team, sometimes travelling down to Bristol and living in the dressing-room at the County Ground with some other youngsters. The wife of the coach Graham Wiltshire would cook them breakfast. ‘The first year [1971], I travelled in from Hertfordshire,’ Butcher recalled. ‘It was a train into King’s Cross, then tube and bus. It was OK when I was heading for Lord’s but when we were playing away the guys would go home to the hostel and I was getting the milk train back to Stevenage. Then I moved to Surrey near relatives and rented a room, so I didn’t have to travel so far.




    ‘Francis and Lloyd were my two best mates and Botham was in there, and the four of us got on really well. “Both” was a social lad. He liked a drink. He liked to play hard and enjoy his life.’ Butcher felt that even when he was on the B staff the main benefit of being at Lord’s was that he was able to practise on a daily basis. ‘It was cheaper for the counties to send us there but it was also the only place where you could get that sort of specialist treatment and training,’ he said.




    Botham was full of life – and full of himself. ‘He had great self-confidence,’ said Gould. ‘He didn’t think anyone was better than him, whether it was playing darts or cribbage.’ Bill Jones said it was Botham’s swagger that led to him being picked out for what was described by some as an initiation ritual which any ground-staff boy might be forced to endure, but which Butcher – at the time a fellow B-staffer – said was an ordeal that Botham was singled out for more than anyone.




    ‘The A staff would be upstairs and we’d be on the bottom floor straight below them,’ Butcher recalled. ‘When you heard a banging of boots and studs on the floor you knew it was time to disappear because it meant the A-staff guys were bored and on their way down. They would have already decided to target someone. Who was it going to be? You knew they would be getting hold of somebody and stripping that person naked, laying them out on the table and whitening them all over with the whitener that was used on the boots . . . Ian was the guy they picked on all the time. He was big and they knew he would always fight back. And that was more fun. As soon as you heard them coming, you would just rush out of the room. The sound of the boots was the sign. They’d come in and get hold of Botham and he would fight and struggle. They’d hold these trials too, picking out people for some minor offence or other. Again Botham was the chief target.’




    Jones said that not every boy was put through these ordeals, ‘just any kid that came in who was a bit lively and stroppy, anyone who was a bit arrogant or a jack-the-lad. And Beefy was a bit like that.’ He claimed that attempts to whitewash Botham failed, though Butcher’s testimony, and that of Botham himself, contradict that. Wagner said Botham was often the target simply because he was so rowdy. ‘One or two things [items of clothing] got ripped off,’ Jones said. ‘It was a fairly lively encounter. He was a big strong lad and it wasn’t a task to be undertaken lightly. But it was all done in good fun, although I’d admit that if you did it now you’d probably be arrested. Ninety-nine times out of a hundred these things happened when it was raining and we were hanging around waiting to go home.’ The ritual stuck in Botham’s mind sufficiently for him to inflict similar punishment on an England team-mate in Australia in 1979.




    Butcher saw in Botham’s determination to resist humiliation the seeds of his future greatness. ‘Botham didn’t care whether you were bigger than him, or more experienced, he would take you on. If he played you at tiddlywinks, he had to win. That was his secret. Regardless of the situation, he was a fighter. You could see that from the way he used to fight the fellas.’




    These battles were also an early instance of Botham’s refusal to acknowledge any kind of pain, whether emotional or physical. Whatever was meted out, he could take it.




    Quite a few people, though, thought Botham was full of bluster and empty bravado. He talked himself up something rotten and imagined himself as the next great scare-’em fast bowler. His game lacked subtlety and most saw straight through his look-at-me exploits in the nets.




    Botham got cross because neither Len Muncer, the head coach, nor his assistant Harry Sharp seemed to rate him. In fact, he should not have let their judgements greatly bother him. Lord’s was not a school; he was not there to pass an exam but to learn what he could about the game. But he did not seem to want to learn; that only came later, under better coaches and when he had grown desperate. He later claimed that Muncer wrote an unfavourable report about him to Somerset describing him as talented but wayward, but Andy Wagner, who returned to Lord’s as assistant coach from 1978 to 1984, said this story was certainly apocryphal. ‘I never heard of a report being written about me back to Somerset and in six years as coach I never saw one. If there were any assessments of players it would have been word-of-mouth.’




    In any case, Somerset were in a position to judge Botham for themselves because in 1973, although he was nowhere near top of their list, they called on him for several second XI matches in which he did OK with the bat, scoring 309 runs in ten innings, but was not much needed with the ball, sending down only 73 overs.




    Botham’s time at Lord’s was ultimately a disappointment because of his own inability to make the most of it, although this failure itself would eventually spur him on. ‘As long as you were prepared to listen, you would benefit,’ Gould said. Botham was not prepared to. He once conceded as much, saying that he had been so stubborn that the MCC coaches had given up trying to teach him. He said he had never tried to master technique or play perfectly. Nor had he ever read a coaching manual.




    That said, Muncer’s ways would have tested even less-impatient pupils. Len Muncer and Harry Sharp were man-and-boy professionals who had been working in the game for decades; Muncer had first represented Middlesex in 1933 and Sharp in 1946. They weren’t inclined to be impressed by cocky youngsters and their praise was hard won. Muncer was the stricter, less tolerant one; with his smartly pressed flannels and spotless shoes, he would have had no time for Botham’s jack-the-laddery. ‘Len was the old-school disciplinarian but Harry Sharp was a jack-the-lad himself,’ Butcher said. ‘You could get away with things with Harry.’ Mike Brearley, who later got to know Sharp well when he acted as Middlesex scorer while Brearley was county captain, said that Sharp’s theory was that players should not need to be told when they had done well. But his views, when sometimes given over a pint with the boys, were highly regarded. Botham got on well with Sharp, who liked his sunny nature and the fact that he saw the funny side of everything. He would stand behind the net when Botham was batting and say: ‘Pisshole shot that, Botham, pisshole shot – but as long as it keeps working, keep playing it.’




    Botham’s waywardness was plain during his second full year. ‘If you were in authority, he would be hard to control, though not in a malicious way,’ Wagner said. ‘If you were a friend, you were a friend. He was a great competitor who always had a smile on his face. He loved life. There was one time when he hadn’t got any boots and Somerset sent him a pair. The spikes were too long and we spent a day trying to wear them down on the concrete. Another time he lost a week’s wages for playing cards. He was his own man, as he is now. I remember him scoring a hundred against the City of London School [in 1972] and being roasted by Len for spoiling the game.’ Jones said that the opposition were so weak that the coach had wanted to share around the batting: ‘Muncer had told him to get out at fifty. He slogged his way to a hundred and then gave his wicket away.’ Muncer would have been furious at such arrogance and insubordination.




    Sharp – who thought Gould the most talented of this group – once told Botham that he should stick to football, a game to which he applied himself fiercely when the boys played games among themselves after nets. Botham would later delight in reminding Sharp of this remark and the story gained wide enough currency that years later Middlesex players would tease Sharp whenever he purred over Botham’s latest exploits. ‘He would say, “You watch this boy, he’s good,”’ Brearley said. ‘We’d say, “Oh, he can’t play, you’re getting old, you’ve lost your judgement, Harry . . . He [Botham] is a slogger. He is an off-side slogger.”’ In truth, Sharp was astonished at what Botham achieved, as Barry Lloyd testified: ‘Years later I bumped into Harry. He was scorer at Middlesex. The first thing he said to me was, “What do you think of Botham?!”’




    By crossing Muncer, Botham found himself routinely overlooked for selection for the better matches. These games were not only good opportunities to show what you could do as a player, they were also useful earners. Lunch and tea would be free and travel expenses were also provided. But Muncer controlled the list and Botham struggled to get selected. Confined instead to yet more practice, a lifelong aversion to net sessions was born.




    The overall quality of the cricketers who went through Muncer’s hands was not high. He generally turned out run-of-the-mill county pros; very few came close to international recognition. Future England player Derek Pringle remembers being unimpressed by the quality of the opposition when he played against the Lord’s groundstaff while at Cambridge in the late 1970s. ‘MCC groundstaff boys were looked on as second-class citizens,’ he said. ‘Their counties didn’t quite want to get rid of them but they didn’t want to keep them either.’ David Graveney, who knew Botham throughout his younger days, said: ‘Those people [MCC groundstaff] were on the margin as to whether they were going to make it or not.’




    Indeed, many groundstaff boys ended up working as coaches in independent schools. Bill Jones left to teach at UCS Hampstead, while Wagner eventually ended up as cricket master at Radley, where his charges included future England captain Andrew Strauss. Botham’s parents only agreed to him joining the ground-staff when it was explained to them that should he not make it as a player there would be the option of him becoming a schools coach, a point that probably established in his own mind the idea that coaching was a job for failed cricketers, and therefore one to be avoided at all costs.




    Botham’s peers shared Muncer and Sharp’s reservations about his capabilities. ‘He wasn’t the best cricketer among us by a long way,’ said Butcher. ‘He was a big lad who just liked to hit the ball. His bowling was really done in the nets . . . Harry Sharp used to say Botham just couldn’t bowl.’ Wagner and Francis agreed that Botham was rarely seen bowling outside practice sessions. ‘He played mainly as a batter,’ Wagner said. ‘He hit very straight and hard and loved hitting you out of the nets . . . With the ball, he would run in off eighteen paces and bowl bouncers. His style just didn’t suit Len. He just wanted to whack it out of the park. I remember Len saying to me once, “How does he get people out?” To be honest, many people shared the same view.’ Francis said he remembered Botham as ‘a middle-order batsman who played shots and hit the ball a long way . . . he did not want to bowl medium-pace, but fast’.




    Emburey agreed. ‘He was just a swashbuckling cricketer. In the nets he tried to spank it around [with the bat] and bowl all sorts. You could not envisage that he was going to develop into the cricketer he did. I remember Harry Sharp saying, “Bloody hell, he’s indisciplined, he doesn’t do this, he doesn’t do that.” And yet this guy became the best all-rounder England has produced. The thing was that he played with freedom. He wasn’t fearful of anything. If he failed, he failed. The thing he was thinking about was his success – and winning.’




    Botham may not have learned much from Muncer or Sharp but from Jones he first learned how to swing the ball. ‘I was a similar bowler to him but he would never bowl in front of me [in matches],’ said Jones. ‘I was often captain, of course, so I could bowl myself if I wanted to but I was also older and more experienced. I bowled outswing. He could bowl outswing but he didn’t know where to pitch it or what pace to bowl, things that depended on the weather and the state of the pitch. I wouldn’t say he stood out especially for his ability. He was a big strong lad who could throw the ball a long way, hit it miles and tried to bowl a hundred miles per hour. He hit the ball well and I thought he would play county cricket but he was still very headstrong when he left us.’ Lloyd agreed that Botham did not stand out for his ability. ‘We were all of a certain standard and if you’d asked me if I’d thought he would be one of the greats I’d have said no.’




    One area in which Botham clearly was outstanding was his fielding. Jones said he was the best at that age he had ever seen. ‘He had brilliant hands and could take effortless one-handed catches.’ Butcher said that he and Botham were always in competition in the field. ‘I regarded myself as a very decent fielder but he was always trying to outdo me,’ he said. ‘He wanted to be the best slip fielder, the best outfielder, and have the best arm.’




    *




    Even if there were humiliations to be endured, Botham’s time at Lord’s gained him entry into the community of cricketers and it was a world that he loved. For a people-person such as himself, the playing, drinking and general mate-ship that a cricket dressing-room provided could not be bettered. One of the few incidents from his Lord’s days that he recalled with real pride was him downing a yard of ale to save the face of the MCC Nippers during a post-match drinking session with a team from St Mary’s Hospital. That would have been every bit as important to him as winning a game.




    Cricket gave him an identity and access to a ‘club’ with a diverse membership that, if it did not actually knock down class barriers, at least challenged them. On the field of play, the lad from an ordinary social background could get the better of someone with the most privileged of upbringings. As with so many aspects of his life, Botham’s response to this environment was contradictory: he desperately wanted to be respected for his cricket but despised the authority which could grant approval.




    He did find though that through cricket he could, if he wished, form friendships with people from all walks of life. This would become another central feature of his personality. He might have been suspicious of anyone in authority, or who was very clever or highly educated, but in some instances this could be overcome. He was to acquire an extraordinarily wide range of friends and acquaintances. John Barclay, who was educated at Eton and started out with Sussex at around this time, said that he and Botham got on unexpectedly well. ‘I think he was faintly amused by me because I was a blocker,’ Barclay mused. ‘Here I was, with a typical public school background, and yet I “blocked” it. He thought I should be a flamboyant stroke-player. He respected ordinary county professionals – good players with no great pretensions. He had no delusions of grandeur about himself.’ Even after he had become an established star, Botham was not above deliberately playing out a maiden over from a county stalwart whom he respected.




    If he liked someone, no matter whether they were lord or leper, he would treat them the same. It was one of his most admirable traits. ‘Ian has gone through life finding bonds with other people,’ said Barry Lloyd.




    Apart from leaving Lord’s with an aversion to net practice, he also departed with a burning desire to confound those who did not recognise his talent. He wanted to prove that Muncer and Sharp were wrong, and the egg-and-bacon-tied MCC members who no doubt thought that the best cricketers in the country had to come from the grandest schools and the finest cities. He never forgot that no one at this time spotted his potential as an all-rounder, and would still complain about it long after he had joined Somerset. ‘What really annoyed him when he was on the Lord’s groundstaff was that he felt he could bowl,’ said Vic Marks, a Somerset contemporary. ‘And if he wasn’t bowling he was not at his most potent as an all-rounder. Bowling made him free as a batsman, allowing him to play with abandon. Although he probably didn’t quite rationalise it like this at that time, if he wasn’t regarded as a bowler he wasn’t half the cricketer, even a quarter of the cricketer, he could have been.’




    It was no coincidence that when he later returned to Lord’s as a Somerset and England player, he did some striking things with bat and ball.




    Working at Lord’s also taught him where the power lay, and ultimately that he should pursue that power for himself, outsider or not. Whichever team he was later playing for, leadership would be an issue. If Botham was not actually captain – and a recurring theme in his career was that he often wanted to be captain – he posed challenges for those who were. They either thrived or died.




    Botham’s last days at Lord’s brought him into close proximity with the company he would eventually seek to keep. He was on crowd-control duty at the Benson and Hedges Cup final in July 1973 when a fine all-round performance from Asif Iqbal won the day for Kent. The following month, the last Test of the summer – a game remembered for a hoax IRA bombscare – witnessed a graceful century from Gary Sobers, the world’s finest all-rounder; unbeknown to the public, it was made on the back of a night of much drinking and little sleep. And the weekend after that, the Gillette Cup final was contested between counties who each boasted a world-class all-rounder. Both of them happened to be from southern Africa: the powerfully built Mike Procter could have been designed to satisfy Botham’s dreams, bowling very fast (off the wrong foot) and hitting the ball miles, and his ninety-four runs and two wickets were central to Gloucestershire’s victory over a Sussex side defined by the charismatic presence of their towering blond captain Tony Greig. Raised in South Africa to an Edinburgh father, Greig had recently established himself as England’s best all-rounder. His duck had killed off Sussex’s chances.




    Botham was on groundstaff duty during that match too but afterwards he began an urgent search for junior members of the Sussex squad who might be able to give him a lift down to Hove. He had just received a summons from Somerset to present himself there for a John Player League match the next day. They had injury problems and their interest in the competition was over. Botham was to be given his first-team debut.




    As he went out of the Lord’s gates that night, Botham would probably have reckoned that, at seventeen years of age, he was ready for life as a fully fledged county cricketer and that the time was ripe for him to go out and shake a few trees. But even a man who would become famous for writing his own scripts could not make it all happen straight away. At Hove, he scored just two runs, bowled three expensive overs and Somerset were beaten easily. The following Sunday, against Surrey at the Oval, he again scored two, bowled only four overs for the wicket of New Zealand batsman Geoff Howarth (taken with a full toss), and Somerset lost again.




    In one special moment at Hove, though, he did take a fine running, diving catch. The victim was Greig, England’s star all-rounder. Only Botham could have seen the moment as significant.
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    Northern Families




    ‘“Both” was having a fantastic time. There was “his” Stand and there was “his” mate playing out there. He got Elton to stop and sing “Happy Birthday” to Marie. The amazing thing was she loved it and went out onto the balcony and almost like the Queen Mum gave a regal wave. It was sweet. Against the odds, it was a good moment.’




    VIC MARKS, SOMERSET TEAM-MATE,


    ON BOTHAM GETTING ELTON JOHN TO SING


    ‘HAPPY BIRTHDAY’ TO HIS MOTHER AT TAUNTON




    Botham’s ancestry provided few clues that the family would produce someone so hungry for fame. The lives of earlier generations of Bothams had passed largely unnoticed in working-class toil. They were not leaders but the led. Unlike Ian, whose every move and every utterance would be publicly scrutinised, they anonymously travelled life’s road, not even going to the bother or expense of recording their births, marriages or deaths in newspapers. It was a shortfall in publicity he would more than make up for.




    The only predecessors Botham mentions in his books are his parents, although this should not be taken as a lack of pride in his background. He was always loyal to the area around the Humber in which his father’s side of the family had lived for generations. He married a girl who came from the same area and there they together bought their first property, a small farm-worker’s cottage in Epworth, North Lincolnshire. They later bought their main family homes in North Yorkshire.




    So, although Somerset was home for much of his early life, in adulthood his links with the North were steadily to be reestablished, even though he remained a Somerset cricketer until he was thirty. As a player, his relationship with the Somerset public was equivocal. Some Taunton folk saw him as too flash, brash and brilliant to be one of their own, and part of him did not regard himself as one of them. As Brian Close used to do, after he had finished a match and faced a few days off, Botham would promptly drive back up North to be with his family and go shooting with his friends. And his cricket may have been with Somerset but he played his football for Scunthorpe United (and briefly Hull City reserves). He was passionate in his support for ‘the Mighty Iron’.




    During the nineteenth century, Botham was a common name in the area around Beverley and Driffield, due north of Kingston upon Hull, and Hornsea, on the coast to the northeast. Hull was flourishing on the back of a boom in shipbuilding and commerce and rose to the position of England’s third-largest port, attaining city status in 1897. On the back of Hull’s success, neighbouring areas benefited greatly. Beverley developed significant trades in iron, coal and leather, shipbuilding and agricultural implements, while Hornsea became a fashionable seaside resort where wealthy Hull businessmen set up palatial villas.




    It took time for this localised industrial revolution to make itself felt upon the Botham family. In 1861, a John Botham, the son of a shepherd and husband to Sarah Taylor, was running the White Horse Inn on the Beverley–Driffield road (Ian’s thirst was clearly hereditary) and in 1871 his only child, George Chappell Botham, was working as a book-keeper in Driffield. What a delicious irony that one of Botham’s ancestors should carry the name of one of his fiercest enemies in cricket! But George’s life was to change significantly after his wife Rebecca Ann Hutty, the daughter of a relatively affluent Beverley draper, with whom he had had five children, died of tuberculosis at the age of thirty-four. George moved to Hull, where he spent more than twenty years as a managing clerk to an engineering firm. At first he employed a housekeeper who home-tutored the children but George soon remarried, to Emily, with whom he had five more children.




    The path of the first of George’s four sons, Herbert Botham, did not run smooth. He would only live to thirty-two and when he was about twenty he met Hannah Cherry, the daughter of John Cherry, a successful manager of an engineering and brickworks company in Hornsea. Cherry worked for Joseph Armytage Wade, one of the leading entrepreneurs in the region, who had established various railway links from Hull, including one to Hornsea. A few years earlier, Cherry’s name had gone on the patent for a helical centrifugal pump alongside Wade’s, and Cherry had seemingly benefited financially because shortly after that he bought property and land in Beverley (Cherry went down in family folklore as an ‘inventor’, but Wade would probably have been the prime mover behind the development of the pump). How pleased Cherry was with his daughter’s liaison is unclear but the answer may be ‘Not very’. Young Herbert was at this time in modest employment building and repairing mill machinery – his job description was ‘millwright’ in the 1891 and 1901 censuses – and very soon Hannah fell pregnant with his child.




    With Hannah seven months pregnant, she and Herbert married at the Zion Independent Chapel in Bridlington a fortnight before Christmas 1890, and two months later, on 14 February 1891, Herbert Valentine Cyril Botham – Ian’s grandfather – was born. The 1891 census has them living at 179 Brickyard Cottages in Hornsea, which sounds very like a modest home close by John Cherry’s brick and tiles works. Their immediate neighbours were an engine driver and an engine fitter. Three years later, their daughter Rebecca Annie died in infancy. By early 1901, they were living in better quarters in Priory Road, Beverley, near Hannah’s father.




    But by June that year Herbert himself was dead and when John Cherry died in 1902, Hannah was bringing up three young children, Herbert Valentine, Helga and Arthur, who was only seventeen months old. How she managed is unclear but she was probably supported by the Cherry family, who maintained the hydraulic engineering business into the 1930s, when it was sold on.




    It appears that in the years leading up to and during the First World War, Herbert Valentine was employed in engineering, and was thus spared the call to arms. According to his marriage certificate of Christmas Eve 1919, he was a ‘patternmaker’, a job that entailed making wooden or iron moulds for use in a foundry, and as his address was given as Dunston on Tyne in Gateshead – some hundred miles north of Hull – it is possible that he was working there as a shipfitter on the Dunston Staiths, the largest coal-shipping point in the region.




    Perhaps it was through his work that Herbert met his future wife, Emily Halliwell, whose father was an engine fitter. The couple were married in Scarborough at St Mary’s Church, a short walk from the cricket ground where his grandson would play his first match for England nearly sixty years later. Herbert was apparently still working in Gateshead in 1923 because their first child Leslie – Ian’s father – was born there that year. However, five years after that Herbert, Emily and young Leslie had moved to the old Botham stamping ground of Beverley where Emily, like Herbert’s mother Hannah, lost a child shortly after giving birth, this time a boy, Clifford.




    At some point, Herbert and Emily moved to her native Sheffield, possibly because Hull’s industries became a major target for Luftwaffe bombing during the Second World War. Sheffield itself was not spared attack but Hull was bombed more heavily than any other British city outside London and 1,200 civilians were killed. Herbert died in Sheffield in 1946, aged fifty-five.




    With Leslie, we get the first detailed picture of one of Ian’s predecessors. By all accounts, in general build Les bore little resemblance to his eldest child and many who saw them together in subsequent years would be struck by the contrast between the father’s slender build and quiet manner, and his physically imposing son, confident to the point of brashness and in every way a man of mighty appetite. Some pointed to the incongruity as reason why Botham apparently responded well to father-figure types such as Brian Close and Mike Brearley who captained him with such success. There may be some truth in this; Botham plainly worked well under those who gave firm and unequivocal leadership – as Close and Brearley did – but that did not necessarily mean he always toed the line even with them. It took time for him to come to respect Brearley, for example. Surely the fact was that whatever the father was like, he was going to be overshadowed by a son with such an extraordinarily forceful personality.




    Botham himself described his father as tall but whippet thin, someone who could eat anything he liked and never put on weight; he always had energy to burn. He was an old-fashioned, honourable man, quite fixed in his opinions and quietly determined. Les would support his son at some crucial early moments in his career.




    Others noted that Les was very much a man of his generation, someone who had entered adulthood during a time of war and national crisis. Peter Robinson, a Somerset player and coach during Botham’s early involvement with the club, remembered Les as being among the better sort of fathers who accompanied the early efforts of their sons: ‘He was very supportive. He didn’t interfere. It wasn’t, “My boy this, my boy that.” You can have a lot of pushy parents. I’ve met a few. He wasn’t like that.’ David English, who became a close friend of Botham’s in the 1980s, said of Les: ‘He was a gentle, lovely man. Very kind and such a gentleman. Almost a distinguished chap.’ But Graham Morris, a photographer who at around the same time gained Botham’s trust in a way few reporters could, thought Les a slightly cold fish. ‘You met the parents and could tell that Beefy took after his mother. It was the build . . . his dad was quite slim and angular. I wouldn’t say he was particularly well educated but he gave the impression of being slightly aloof, whereas his mum was much more fun and gregarious.’




    As Ian would do later on, and previous Bothams had done before, Les left school at the earliest opportunity. He joined the Fleet Air Arm, effectively the navy’s air force, as a petty officer and stayed there twenty years. It was a technical job, fitting up planes as his father had once fitted ships. Don Shepherd, the great Glamorgan bowler, did his national service near Malvern as an air mechanic in the Fleet Air Arm just after the war in what must have been a similar role. ‘We looked after a number of aircraft,’ Shepherd recalled. ‘I started out on old Tiger Moths, learning how to sew wings. We never went to sea.’ Les, though, moved locations and at the time of Ian’s birth was stationed near Londonderry, Northern Ireland, while his wife kept the family home in Heswall, Cheshire.




    Les had met Marie Collett at HMS Ariel in Lancashire. She was three years younger than him and her father Albert, originally a farmer, had died before she was born. Dudley Doust, an American-born sports journalist on the Sunday Times, who wrote an early book on Botham of forensic detail, traced Ian’s maternal antecedants to Cumberland, where a great-great-grandfather, a mid-Victorian sea captain named Henderson, put out from Whitehaven in the schooner Huntress. A great-grandfather, Joseph Higgins, was harbourmaster at Maryport and also a water-diviner. Ian’s mother remembered her old grandfather walking over her father’s farm in Cumberland, twig in hand.




    Marie’s family moved to Bradford, where she grew up. She had trained as a nurse and during the war had served in the voluntary aid detachment as a dental nurse. She and Les were married in Scotland and she suffered four miscarriages before successfully delivering Ian – at a hefty 10lb 1oz – on 24 November 1955. Dale, the second of their four children, arrived two years later and Les quit the Fleet Air Arm in order that the family could settle in one place, taking a job as a type-test engineer at Westland Helicopters in Yeovil, a small engineering town on the Somerset–Dorset border. Within a few years Westland had become a significantly bigger company and Yeovil’s major employer. Les would stay with Westland for the rest of his working life.




    In terms of personality, Ian was far more his mother’s son than his father’s. If anyone made Ian a ‘people person’, it was her. David Graveney, who knew the family from early on, said: ‘The old man was a little in the background . . . his Mum was the more outgoing one.’ David English said that in terms of character, Ian was ‘the spitting image’ of his mother. Botham himself said that his father was a disciplinarian but his mother more steely. David Foot, an astute West Country sportswriter throughout Botham’s career, remembered Marie as a key figure in her son’s development. ‘She was quite dominant and protective. The father was more subordinate. I didn’t see them often at matches. I’m not sure how close Ian was to them. He occasionally played golf with his father. They lived in a semi in Yeovil and he went to the secondary school, not the grammar school. They weren’t particularly well off.’ But Botham remembers a family holiday to Lloret de Mar in Spain when he was about nine years old.




    Vic Marks remembered Les and Marie occasionally making the journey from Yeovil to watch their son play at Taunton, but the visit he recalled most vividly was the octogenarian Marie accompanying her son to an Elton John concert at the county ground in 2006, several years after the club had built an Ian Botham Stand in his honour. ‘There were twenty thousand in the ground and it was a great success,’ Marks recalled. ‘“Both” was having a fantastic time. There was “his” stand and there was “his” mate playing out there. It was Marie’s birthday and he got Elton to stop and sing “Happy Birthday” to her. The amazing thing was she loved it and went out onto the balcony and, almost like the Queen Mum, gave a regal wave. It was sweet. Against the odds, it was a good moment.’




    Between them, Botham’s parents passed down to him some deep-seated, old-fashioned beliefs in Queen and country, a legacy no doubt of their wartime service. ‘He definitely sees the weakness in gratuitous traditionalism but loves the traditionalism of his country,’ said Rod Bransgrove, the chairman of Hampshire who became a close friend of Botham’s after Botham had retired from playing. ‘He sings the national anthem with his hand on his heart. He is incredibly, unbelievably, patriotic. He celebrates St George’s Day and he’s a huge monarchist. If there was a war tomorrow, he’d sign up to defend his country. Not that he’d necessarily think much of some of the others in the trenches with him.’




    Les and Marie also gave him an intense love of sport and competition. With his lithe build, Les was built for speed and he proved to be both a good footballer and runner. He ran for East Yorkshire and had a trial for Hull City, and at one point thought of taking up football professionally, but the pay was poor and he considered the risks too great. He also played cricket to a reasonable standard, though it was said that Ian got his cricketing ability from his mother, who represented a Royal Nursing Corps team.




    David Gower, who spent as much time with Botham as anyone as cricketer, commentator and friend, reflected on the origins of Botham’s sporting talent: ‘They were a good family. I suppose by the time I knew Les and Marie they were already getting on, not aged but middle-aged, and I’ve no idea what they were like as twenty-year-olds, no idea whether Les was a similarly stubborn sportsman at the age of twenty-two, whether Marie was a they-shalt-not-pass type hockey player. But there must be something in the genes. I don’t think it is necessarily the way you’re brought up. Something like that [sporting ability] has to be innate.’




    The sporting genes did not however find their way to Botham’s siblings – sisters Dale and Wendy, and the youngest of the four, brother Graeme.




    Family formed a central pillar of Botham’s life. Throughout his playing career, when he was often under enormous strain and frequently apart from his family for long periods, it was they who appeared to provide a stable source of emotional strength without which he would never have survived as well as he did. His reliance on family was not a manufactured thing but a genuine feeling that this was how life operated: relatives were people you kept close whenever you could. Not that this was always possible. His name would be linked to sex scandals, and he admitted to being unfaithful to his wife Kathryn, but the idea of divorce would have gone against the grain with him – and her. There were occasions when there appeared to be a serious risk of Kath leaving him: once she pulled back from an initial threat to do so; another time, she told him he needed to change his behaviour and he seemingly did so; on a third occasion, when he admitted to a two-year affair, she decided to stay, in Botham’s words, ‘for the sake of the children’. If he considered leaving her, it did not come to anything.




    It was striking that no sooner had Botham reached adulthood, and become a professional county cricketer, than he went about setting up a family of his own. Equally revealing was his choice of wife-to-be. Kathryn Waller was the goddaughter of Brian Close, Ian’s captain at Somerset, and her family came from Thorne, twenty miles southwest of Hull. Gerry and Jan Waller were friends of Close from his days at Yorkshire and had provided him with a refuge when he was being hounded by the media about the loss of the England captaincy in 1967; after he joined Somerset, they would occasionally come down to Taunton to watch him play, bringing daughters Kath and Lindsay with them.




    That was how Ian met Kath in 1974 and – after claiming the unlikely satisfaction of seeing off a rival suitor from Cambridge University – by September that year he had proposed. He was eighteen, she was nineteen. Kath was taking a business studies course at Lanchester Polytechnic in Coventry and between times working for her father’s drum-kit firm. Ian’s father and Close both had their doubts – Les worried if Ian could afford it while Close, who had himself not married until thirty-four, questioned whether it was a good idea when Ian would be travelling so much – but each gave his blessing. Whatever doubts Kath’s father might have had were softened by Ian’s efforts in tracking him down to ask permission for his daughter’s hand. The wedding took place sixteen months later, in January 1976, and the following year the first of their three children, Liam, was born. Worries about money were eased that winter when Ian lived with the Waller family while Gerry employed him as one of his sales representatives. Gerry later gave the couple the deposit on their cottage in Epworth, eight miles from Thorne.




    The choice of home was significant. If Epworth was where Kath had grown up, it was also where Ian wanted to live – in an essentially rural, village atmosphere, where life was defined by family and friends, domesticated animals and rolling acres. Whatever happened to him in later life, Botham never lost his love of the countryside, and of the rod and the gun, and whenever he had free time from cricket, he would eagerly return to this existence. At the 1979 general election, he voted for the party of traditional rural interest, Margaret Thatcher’s Conservatives, rather than James Callaghan’s Labour Party. Botham was as excited by stalking a deer as he ever was setting a trap for an opening batsman. The Bothams took holidays in places like the Lake District and Scotland; city dwellers they were not. Generally, Botham was to find peace in the countryside and trouble in cities.




    Crucially, the family provided a framework within which Botham could operate. It reminded him that there were things he should not do, and limits beyond which he should not go, as firmly as any captain ever did – which is not to say that he did not sometimes put the framework under severe strain. Going away and playing his cricket and returning to a stable, supportive environment was essential to him. His long absences put a huge strain on his wife, who sometimes objected to the demands being made of her, but the fact she remained loyal was fundamental to his success. Theirs was a marriage built on traditional lines, with Kath very much the home-builder.




    Botham’s attitude never changed. ‘I’m not a “new man”,’ he said in 2010. ‘I was able to keep my mind firmly on my cricket after [my children] were born. I respect the feelings of the “new man” but I’m an “old man”. If I was playing now, I still wouldn’t be flying home for the birth . . . I’m afraid I would be at the game. And my wife would be telling me to be there too.’




    Sarah, the second of their three children, confirmed to the Sunday Times in 2010 that it was Kath who was responsible for their upbringing: ‘I find it funny when Dad tells people he was a disciplinarian when Liam, Becky and I were small: I can’t remember him being strict at all. He was away on tour so much that Mum was the one who would discipline us. I’d feel sorry for her when he came home. Suddenly it would be, “Who wants to play with Daddy?” and she’d be left on her own. Seeing Dad was a treat . . . when Dad came home it was holiday time.’




    Botham’s commandeering of the Waller family through Brian Close provided an early example of him abiding by the principle that ‘a friend of yours is a friend of mine’. As a photographer who regularly followed Botham’s England matches, Graham Morris saw how this worked. ‘It was a very close-knit family. He and Kath were always in touch. If she was not around then they’d be on the phone, always talking to each other. And his parents and her parents were all big friends, and any time there was a Test match [in England] both families would turn up . . . both sets of parents, Kath, Kath’s sister Lindsay and her husband Paul. So he had more of a family life when he was playing for England than for Somerset, because when he played for Somerset Kath was up the other end of the country. There was always lots of relatives around. Ian was a big family man. Northern families are like that.’




    This of course made Botham’s infamous joke in 1984 about Pakistan not being a place where he would send even his mother-in-law highly misleading. Anyone drawing the conclusion that he had no time for Kath’s mother could not have been further from the truth. Botham said in a sincerer moment: ‘My mother-in-law is delightful.’ He also had a great fondness for Gerry Waller, with whom he played golf and whom he treated as one of the lads. Gerry would join him on trips to watch rugby internationals and occasionally come out on tour.




    Ian’s father died in Taunton in December 2005 at the age of eighty-two. He had been suffering from Alzheimer’s and had apparently not recognised members of his family for some time. Had Les lived another eighteen months, he would have seen his son become by some distance the first Botham to receive a knighthood.




    Academic education had almost no impact on Botham. Various accounts (including his own) of his time at Milford Junior School and Buckler’s Mead Secondary in Yeovil make clear that he had little interest in conventional learning. The stories that survive relate to his indiscipline, general mischief-making and prowess at athletic pursuits, not of him preferring one area of study over another. Once he had discovered an aptitude for sport, this earned all his energies and enthusiasm. Otherwise schooling shaped his personality only in so far as it convinced him that the way to find out about a thing was to experience it rather than read about it. He had about as much time for putting his head in a book as most of his forebears.




    Botham claimed that when he left school – at the legal minimum age of fifteen and with an unknown number of qualifications – he did not even look back as he walked out of the gates for the last time. If that was said to imply that he had no regrets about his lack of erudition, it may not be quite accurate. The issue of intelligence would become a sensitive one with Botham and, not unnaturally, he took quick exception to anyone who suggested he was dense or uncultivated.




    Not that he hid his failed school career; he would make occasional reference to it. He admitted to having been a member of a gang that went around terrorising other pupils. ‘At school I was aggressive and wanted to do things now not tomorrow,’ he said in It Sort of Clicks, published in 1986 and ghostwritten by his erudite Somerset team-mate Peter Roebuck, who took a First in Law at Cambridge. ‘I was in trouble all the time.’ And Botham more than once alluded to his nickname at school being Bungalow because ‘there was nothing upstairs’.




    But he did dabble in a little rewriting of history. He once said that he had deliberately failed his eleven-plus exam because he wanted to go to Buckler’s Mead, where they played football, rather than the grammar school where it was rugby only (rugby was a sport he never got on with). But he did not repeat this claim elsewhere, admitting only that he had failed the exam ‘by some distance’, adding: ‘If the eleven-plus had been a quick single, I’d have been stranded halfway down the wicket.’ He wasn’t unintelligent. He simply had no interest in anything that would not further the aim he had set himself of becoming a professional sportsman.




    But Botham could be prickly on the issue of his ‘learning’. He would seek to impose himself on others through means other than words – his sheer physical superiority was usually a powerful starting point – and his response to journalists who wrote scathingly of him would be to sever relations (and instruct team-mates to do likewise). This unimaginative tactic merely prompted some to interpret his behaviour as bullying or boorish, and attracted even crueller jibes. ‘I have always been physically frightened of people whose bodyweight in kilos is numerically higher than their IQ,’ wrote Frances Edmonds – wife of Cambridge University-educated England spin bowler Phil Edmonds and herself multilingual – of Botham.




    It was perhaps because the advantages of size and strength were less effective against those with an agile mind and quick tongue that Botham was initially wary of those with lofty academic educations – of whom cricket still attracted a fair few in the 1970s and 1980s.




    That athleticism came first and books second was not a great surprise given Botham’s extraordinary build. The heavy baby soon turned into a sturdy boy, then an imposing man-child, who had reached six feet in height by the age of fifteen. This sheer size gave him a distinct advantage over his contemporaries, as did a November birth date that put him among the older children in his school year. Modern research shows that in sport children born nearer the start of the academic year are far likelier to prosper, as they are more likely to be selected for sports teams, leaving younger rivals to fall by the wayside through want of opportunity. This certainly seemed to be the case with Botham, although he was so precocious in build and ability that he forged to the head not only of his own year group but the one above as well. At the age of nine he was playing cricket with eleven-year-olds and at thirteen was playing alongside, and in some instances captaining, boys of fifteen. Stories abound of his ability to hit and throw a cricket ball huge distances. The first trophy he ever won was for a throw of 207 feet in an under-13 competition in London. His parents recalled that he also had fantastic eyesight and reactions, and were not surprised at his ability years later to pick them out in even the biggest crowds.




    Botham also shone at football, at which he captained the school team despite an early tendency to get sent off, and badminton, a sport his mother had played well. Even at this age, though, his approach to sport involved a strong ‘social’ element, as George Rendell, a French teacher who ran the Buckler’s Mead badminton team, discovered when in Botham’s last year he took a team to play at Wells Cathedral School. When the teams came to have their meal, Rendell found that the sandwiches for six had disappeared. It transpired that Botham had eaten the lot and when Rendell found him he was smoking a cigarette in the dressing-room. ‘He was always full of life and zest, yet there always seemed to be an ulterior motive . . . like nipping off to the Green Dragon for a pint,’ Rendell recalled. Chastised for frequenting pubs at so young an age, Botham invited masters to join him. ‘There were times when I found myself almost agreeing to do it,’ Rendell added.




    Botham admitted that he did not endear himself to everyone. ‘The parents of my contemporaries probably had me down as an arrogant little so-and-so . . . but that self-belief was also what made me a fierce and successful competitor. People at school sometimes called me a bighead but I used to think, “No, I’m not. I’m just very good at this, a lot better than you.”’ Botham’s mother said he was never malicious, just a good-natured rascal.




    An apparently granite-hard self-belief would be a feature of Botham’s cricket but he later conceded that his displays of bravado hid ‘genuine fears and insecurities’. He had a number of problems that perhaps in themselves were unimportant but taken together may well have promoted a general sense of anxiety. He suffered from claustrophobia (a contributory factor to his aversion to net practice) and a fear of heights, while it emerged at primary school – when the skies in the pictures he painted were rarely blue – that he was colour-blind. Nor can his lack of academic success have done much for his self-esteem. He said that from an early age he found it impossible to admit to a mistake, a trait very much apparent throughout his playing days when he would always have a ready excuse for why he had dropped a catch, bowled a bad ball, or got out to a silly stroke.




    Someone of weaker disposition might have been beaten by these problems but Botham shook them off, as he did a nasty skin condition shortly after leaving school. ‘It wasn’t acne, it was worse than that,’ remembered Peter Roebuck. ‘I think it was eczema, which was exceptionally upsetting to most youngsters, but he simply brushed it off, disregarded it. His ability to do that was remarkable. He just went marching along into life. That showed a rare power. He was unstoppable in so many ways. It took people a while to work that out.’




    Botham may have been an outdoor type but one thing he did like staying indoors for was to watch films. Indeed, probably more of his childhood heroes were drawn from the screen than from sport. Peter Hayter, the ghostwriter of Botham’s first autobiography, felt this played a big part in forming his outlook. ‘He was a man who lived other men’s dreams, but they were his dreams as well,’ Hayter said. ‘When he told me about John Wayne being his favourite actor and Westerns being his favourite type of movie, he was expressing his feeling that a man could be a hero in real life as well as in the movies. Wayne was the strong, silent hero, always trying to defy the odds. That was the way Botham played his cricket and lived his life. For most it would have been a hollow cliché, but for him it was real. He would often act first and consider the consequences later. Whatever he did he did without fear or use of the brakes. And of course a by-product of that is that you sometimes crash.’




    If English cricket did not have much money in the early 1970s, Somerset cricket had far less. This was a club that regretted the passing of the amateur in 1963 more than most. The club found it difficult to pay a full squad of professionals and tended to appoint captains who had strings other than cricket to their bows so they might have means of supplementing Somerset’s meagre wages. Even the introduction of three one-day competitions between 1963 and 1972 had not enabled them to win a trophy for the first time in their near hundred-year history and in 1969 they sat deservedly at the foot of the county championship. Such a shoestring operation deserved little better. Somerset’s facilities were as embarrassing as their youth policy. No county was closer to bankruptcy.




    The club’s response to the crisis of 1969 – a season, Wisden recorded, clouded by ‘administrative differences of opinion’ – was blatantly expedient. Over the next four years it imported more than half a team’s worth of players from other counties, older cricketers of skill and experience who were willing to play the autumn of their careers more for love than lucre. Perhaps this was why even in dark times the team retained a sense of bucolic fun. Part of Somerset’s particular charm was that they took games to out-grounds such as Clarence Park in Weston-super-Mare and the Recreation Ground at Bath, where the dressing-rooms held the questionable promise of icy showers and splintered benches but local knowledge of pitches helped the home team.




    Some of the new acquisitions were to play significant parts in Somerset’s future glory. In 1970, along with fast bowler Allan Jones from Sussex and talented wicketkeeper-batsman Derek Taylor from Surrey, Tom Cartwright arrived from Warwickshire. One of the finest of all English medium-pace bowlers and unlucky not to have played more than five Tests, Cartwright could have earned more by staying put at Warwickshire or accepting an offer from Leicestershire, but Somerset put together a job-share scheme that suited him perfectly – to play in the summer and coach in the winter at Millfield School, where Colin Atkinson, a former Somerset captain, was about to become headmaster. Cartwright wanted to coach and in his particular way would prove very good at it; with the help of broad-minded committee-men such as Atkinson and Roy Kerslake, a solicitor who ran the cricket committee and second XI, he would eventually revitalise the club’s grassroots development.
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