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Introduction





    David de Caires, the man to whom this book is dedicated, was an inspiring editor. Trained as a lawyer, but for a long time a frustrated publisher, he founded a newspaper in a country that had been denied freedom of expression for two decades and had suffered social and economic collapse due to a failed socialist experiment.




    When journalists complain about how difficult things are for newspapers right now, with a combination of the internet and a collapse in advertising posing severe challenges, I think of the story of Stabroek News, the small independent newspaper that David de Caires founded, and that survives him still, despite the most brutal challenges.




    His newspaper began as a weekly, with funds scraped together. It was written up by the four or five people then employed, was flown at the weekend in a chartered plane to Trinidad, where the Trinidad Express kindly printed the paper, was flown back and sold throughout the week, until the exhausting process began again. Gradually, enough funds were built up to buy a press and the newspaper became a daily, finally printed in its own country, Guyana.




    The problems, though, were many and varied, the majority of which would not be appreciated by proprietors and editors in the developed world: the nightly power cuts; an absence of trained journalists; a population that, initially at least, was scared to voice an opinion or even talk to journalists, so threatening was the environment and history of political suppression; an economy that was shot to pieces, and a government prepared to react to criticism by withdrawing state advertising, which accounted for a significant proportion of the newspaper’s income.




    If this seems an odd way to introduce a compilation of cricket writing, then let me make a confession: David de Caires was my father-in-law and I don’t think that some of the pieces that make up this book could have been written in the way they have been written had I not met him halfway through my playing career. It was through him that I began to take an interest in newspapers and the people who work in them. It was through him and his family that I began to understand something of the world outside the boundaries that had hitherto constrained me – a breadth of interest that I hope can be detected in some of the pieces on show.




    I’ve often thought it ironic that David de Caires died the night before the million-dollar match between England and Allen Stanford’s superstars. He cared little for cricket – poker, horseracing, football and golf were his preferred sporting enthusiasms – but as a man of integrity, he would have abhorred everything that Stanford stood for, especially since part of the West Indies was likely to suffer in his, Stanford’s, wake.




    Having covered the Stanford issue at length, from the moment he arrived in his personalised helicopter to the day he was arrested for suspected fraud; having travelled to Antigua and written thoroughly about it throughout the week, I then missed the million-dollar match because I had to fly from Antigua to Barbados where David had died in his sleep the night before.




    The Stanford ‘issue’ – beginning with his arrival at Lord’s, on one of English cricket’s most shameful days, to his final disgrace – is given full coverage here, and it represents, in microcosm, the shift in the game that is at the heart of this book, as cricket moved into a globalised and market-driven 21st century. The first part of the book deals with many of the discontents that the game has thrown up in the wake of this shift, coincidentally, in the short time that I have worked as the cricket correspondent of The Times. In some ways it was a fortuitous start at that paper, since there has rarely been a week with little to say.




    Terrorism, match-fixing and financial malpractice are not topics that a cricket writer might think of as his bread and butter, but cricket has suffered a traumatic period of late. Many of the pieces here are an examination of the game and where it is heading, and under whose control, as it faces up to the challenge of retaining its traditions in a rapidly changing marketplace.




    I have been acutely conscious that, in the short time that I have been cricket correspondent of The Times, the game has undergone profound change and suffered from severe convulsions. In a two-year period there has been, in no particular order, a terrorist attack on a cricket team; bombings that have caused the alienation of a cricket nation; the arrival of franchised cricket which threatens the traditional fabric of the game; match-fixing; drugs; and the influence of a ‘fraudster of shocking magnitude’, to use the Securities and Exchange Commission’s description of Allen Stanford.




    It is often overlooked, I think, how important good judgement is to a successful columnist or correspondent. We are there to report, for sure, but in this day and age where ‘news’ cannot remain ‘news’ for long, we are also there to give opinion based on experience and, importantly, a feel for the game. I’m pleasantly surprised reading through many of these pieces again how my judgement has been more accurate than flawed, both in a cricketing and a wider sense.




    In a world dominated by Twitter, where the rush to judgement is so overpowering, the ability to step back from the fray, and to be able to take at least a short time to organise thoughts and opinions, make some calls and hopefully find out a little more, is important.




    To give one brief example from the summer of 2010: when the second match-fixing story about Pakistan emerged after a one-day match at The Oval, many took the view that Pakistan should have been banished for good. And yet, when you stopped to think about it, there had been no evidence produced – nor has there still – that any wrongdoing had taken place. The three players caught red-handed earlier by the News of the World had already been sent home, and it would have been wrong to tar the rest with the match-fixing brush on the basis of no evidence. That was the view taken in The Times against the rantings of the majority.




    Beyond the discontents that make up the first half of this book, there have also been great players and great games, alongside the inevitable dross that makes up the essential experience of watching sport. If many of the pieces here are provocative, because of the issues that have exploded in cricket’s face over the last few years, then I hope that I haven’t lost sight of the essential beauty of the game and of those who play it. Part two of the book deals with some of the games and the players that have aroused my interest.




    There are reports of some memorable matches. Some stick out readily: Tendulkar’s match-winning hundred, for example, on the final day of the Chennai Test after England had returned to India following the Mumbai bombings. It was a magnificent innings, and a memorable and moving final day, and I hope the report does it justice.




    I was lucky to have played against some of the greatest players to have ever played the game: Brian Lara and Shane Warne to name but two. Since I have stopped playing, I have continued to watch these players with great enthusiasm and I hope my writing about them is informed by the experience of having played against them, combined with the kind of dispassionate observations of a non-trained journalist’s eye. Empathy, then, for the players without, I hope, any slavish bias towards them.




    But as well as the greats, many of the pieces that I enjoyed writing and that I have chosen to include here are about the not so great: Tendulkar’s great friend Vinod Kambli, for instance, who I talked to at length in Mumbai as Tendulkar was notching up another hundred, and who was having to deal with his own shattered dreams; or the West Indian Richard Austin, once a crack international athlete, now living the life of a crack addict on the streets of Jamaica, and known to his street-friends as Danny Germs. Like life, cricket is made up of all sorts, and it has been the struggles and the failures of the many that I have found to be as interesting as the successes and the triumphs of the few.




    Newspaper reports and columns are not meant to be collected in book form. They are, by their very nature, almost-immediate, sometimes visceral responses to events as they happen, especially when written for a daily newspaper, which is where I have been lately.




    Yet, I am very happy to see these pieces put together in one place: they represent a fraction of the thousands of words written over a decade or more, a decade where I chose to replace one craft with another. I didn’t really have a clue what to do when I retired from the game, but I have been lucky enough to be able to broadcast and write about cricket and I have tried to do so with as much enthusiasm as I had when I was playing.




    It is a vanity project then, from someone not given to vanity. And if there is no appetite for them, at least I can console myself with the fact that one or two pieces may get a nod of approval from a publisher, his hands still stained with ink, in the press room in the sky.




    Mike Atherton




    November 2010
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    The Best Job in the World?




    Australia have chosen four captains in the past two and a half decades; England, having chosen four in 1988 alone, rather more than that. After Graham Gooch’s resignation in 1993, though, there was a period of relative stability: myself, Nasser Hussain and Michael Vaughan each lasting about four years – Alec Stewart’s reign was a brief one as was Andrew Flintoff’s – until exhaustion took over.




    With Vaughan’s resignation there was a delicious little period when Kevin Pietersen ascended to the top job, only to be sacked months later, taking with him a darling of the England and Wales Cricket Board, Peter Moores. This chapter deals with that period in narrative form, from Vaughan’s departure, through Pietersen’s ascension and on to Andrew Strauss, with a brief interlude for Alastair Cook when Strauss thought the job too much hassle.




    Pietersen’s period in office was fascinating. I was convinced at the start that it was a giant mistake and that it would end in tears – which is what happened. In between, though, Pietersen surprised me with how well he did in the job. He was tactically naïve, for sure, as he found out to his cost in Chennai, but he tackled other aspects of the job with a forceful and engaging personality. It is difficult to see how Pietersen will ever have another crack at the England captaincy, which is a shame because he would probably do it well second time around. Now we shall never know.




    Michael Vaughan Bows Out with Dignity Intact




    Michael Vaughan is often said to be England’s best captain since Mike Brearley. Surely, though, this does not go far enough. When Vaughan stepped down yesterday afternoon, after five demanding years in the job, England lost one of the best captains in their history. This, after all, is a man who has six more victories as England captain than anybody else, a man who brought back the Ashes after 16 barren years and a batsman who, when on top of his game in Australia six years ago, could have held a place in any world XI of the day.




    The decision, I understand, was his and his alone and on the basis that he felt he believed he could no longer continue, it is hard to argue against. The captaincy of England is just about the best job in the world but it is also an all-consuming one. If you take the job seriously, as Vaughan has unquestionably done, then there comes a time when you simply don’t want to do it any more. There comes a time when you don’t want to spend every evening at dinner ignoring your companions, or your family, thinking about where your next run is coming from, who should be opening the bowling the following morning or how to tell your mate that he is no longer good enough to be in the team. There comes a time when you want the headlines to be about someone else.




    As his voice cracked and chin wobbled with emotion, the tears just about held in check, he said that it was both the hardest and the easiest decision he had ever made: the hardest because of the kudos and sheer intellectual (in cricketing terms) challenge of it all; the easiest because it had simply become too much for him. He said that he was no longer himself at home and that he wanted to get ‘back to being me’. As he said that, I was ever-so-briefly transported back a decade; it was a comment that will have resonated with anyone who has held the job and it was the one that was at the heart of his decision.




    Although this defeat against South Africa was the tipping point for Vaughan, the job has been eating away at him for a while. He first felt some unease in New Zealand last winter and there were enough signs recently to suggest that the end was coming. He became embroiled in an unseemly post-Headingley selection spat, distancing himself from both Peter Moores and Geoff Miller, and was unusually curt with Jonathan Agnew, the BBC’s cricket correspondent, before the Edgbaston Test.




    It is Vaughan’s association with Moores that should come under the most scrutiny. When Duncan Fletcher resigned in the Caribbean, after eight years in charge, Vaughan was quick to praise the man-management skills of Moores and they enjoyed some early success together. But recently, there were signs that Vaughan’s bond with Moores was not nearly as strong as with his predecessor.




    Vaughan has been in contact with Fletcher throughout the summer, and when the split opened up after the selection of Darren Pattinson it brought to mind the split between Fletcher and Andrew Flintoff during the last Ashes tour over Monty Panesar’s non-selection at Adelaide. Vaughan wanted Simon Jones to play at Headingley but one errant selection and one disagreement should not be enough to break a captain-coach bond that is strong.




    The other significant contributing factor in this decision was Vaughan’s form with the bat. It becomes incredibly difficult as a captain when you are not doing your job as a player. Successful captaincy springs from the respect you generate from your players – as a leader, decision-maker, human being and as a player – and once you start to worry that the rest of the team are carrying you, then instinctive decision-making becomes near impossible.




    So this decision was, in part, to try to get back to being the player he knows he can be. He felt that continuing in the job may have curtailed his career prematurely and now, freed from the burden of captaincy and still young enough at 33 to play for a while yet, there might be another chapter or two to write. Certainly there are enough examples – Ian Botham’s renaissance at Headingley in 1981 the game after stepping down from the captaincy being the best – of former captains rediscovering their form.




    But Vaughan – who will miss the Oval Test but then make himself available for the winter – is now at the mercy of the new man, who must decide whether he wants to step out of his predecessor’s shadow for good, and the whim of the selectors. If the desire is still there, he can play for England again but it will not necessarily be as easy as he thinks.




    Who will the new man be? In losing not one but two captains yesterday, Hugh Morris, the managing director of the England team, and Geoff Miller, the national selector, gave the clearest hint that they want to unite the role. In fact, during Miller’s opening press conference as David Graveney’s replacement, he had said that he felt that the two captains scenario, for the Test and one-day teams, was not ideal. Vaughan agreed with those sentiments yesterday, although he added that the arrangement with Collingwood had worked as well as it could.




    If Collingwood did go of his own volition, and Morris insisted that he did, then it is a swift change of heart from him. Only weeks ago, after he had been banned at The Oval, Collingwood publicly stated that the job meant everything to him and that he would not do anything to jeopardise it. Nevertheless, The Oval rumpus scarred him and it was not necessarily clear that he had a great tactical feel for the job. Maybe the decision of his great friend Vaughan prompted his own misgivings.




    If the selectors do want one man to take on both jobs, there is only one who fulfils the criteria of being worth his place on merit in both teams. That man is Kevin Pietersen. Andrew Strauss has captained England before, with some success, but does not get in the one-day team; Andrew Flintoff has been too badly scarred by his Ashes whitewash to want to revisit the captaincy, and Alastair Cook is too young and green and might not be around the one-day team for much longer.




    As much as the selectors have appeared in the recent past to have been taking a cocktail of hallucinogenic drugs before each selection meeting, they surely would not bring in someone from outside. Robert Key is the only name who springs to mind, but this would be too much a bolt from the azure.




    The confusion suggests that there has been little forward planning. Vaughan himself has said in the past that he wanted to go on through the next Ashes series and so his announcement might have taken Morris and Moores by surprise. Certainly, there was little in the way of guidance from the ECB that a change was imminent when after the match they revealed that the team for The Oval would be announced the following morning. And when Vaughan left the field on Saturday, midway through the afternoon, it was Strauss not Pietersen who was put in charge.




    If it does turn out to be Pietersen, then it will be an enormous gamble. Not only does Pietersen have next to no experience of captaincy, he is England’s best player, and along with Flintoff their greatest match-winner. In the past, flamboyant characters such as Botham and Flintoff have found their competitive edge and brilliance dulled rather than sharpened by the extra responsibility. It may be the making of him; if not it will be the breaking of Morris, the man ultimately responsible for the England team.




    Yesterday, though, and probably for the last time in his life, the stage belonged to Vaughan. He was emotional, humble, funny and honest as he reflected upon what he will realise in time to have been the greatest days of his professional life. He thanked his team, the back-room staff, the Professional Cricketers’ Association, the fans and, most movingly of all, his family. No, Michael, thank you.




    The Times, 4 August 2008




    Odds Stacked Up Against First-time Gamblers




    Geoff Miller and Hugh Morris are not renowned as reckless gamblers, rather one a slightly dour northerner who tells winsome jokes on the after-dinner circuit, the other a nuggety and down-to-earth Welshman. Yesterday, though, as they installed Kevin Pietersen into the highest cricketing office in the land, they were taking their biggest gamble ever.




    Along with Andrew Flintoff, Pietersen is the England team’s highest-profile player, their best player and their greatest match-winner. The essence of the gamble is whether the demands of the job – and not only one job but three – will reduce his productiveness, potency and sheer brilliance as a player. Pietersen at his best is uninhibited and instinctive. If the extra responsibility changes that and affects his game for the worse, this roll of the dice will be a costly one.




    Nobody knows how this will play out, not Pietersen himself, not the selectors who picked him and not this correspondent. Given that, is it a risk worth taking? I would say no on the basis that the downside is greater than the potential upside. Nor is it clear why the selectors are desperate for one man to do all three jobs. Michael Vaughan, about as good a captain as it gets, became exhausted during the last year doing just one of them. In time, I would not be surprised to see not only separate captains but separate coaches, too, for forms of the game that demand entirely different qualities.




    My own choice would have been Andrew Strauss to lead the Test team and Pietersen the one-day team. Strauss is much more than the ‘safe pair of hands’ he is so often labelled. When he did captain the side two summers ago against Pakistan, he lifted his game to new heights and, at 31, he is at the right sort of age – mature, steady and experienced – to have flourished in the job. He lost out the last time England gambled – on Flintoff – and now his time has probably gone.




    Yesterday, Pietersen insisted that he would try to play in the same instinctive, intuitive manner that has so enthralled England supporters since he made his international debut four years ago. He was absolutely right to say that he doesn’t intend to change his style of play – that would be madness – but there is a big difference between confident expressions at your first press conference and the reality of the pressures of the job. Just ask Ian Botham – or Flintoff, for that matter.




    Pietersen knows that this issue is at the heart of whether his captaincy will be successful. Walking across Lord’s with him at the end of his first press conference, he was honest enough to admit that he didn’t know whether or how it would affect his game. He also said that if it did, he would be man enough to say that the whole experiment had been a failure and move on.




    Yesterday, Miller, the national selector, expressed full confidence that Pietersen would take to the captaincy in the same successful way that he took to international cricket. Miller hopes that not only will Pietersen continue to inspire, but that the extra responsibility will lift his game to even greater heights. Such as those attained at Edgbaston on Saturday by Graeme Smith, who showed the difference between a brilliant cameo and a truly great innings. Pietersen had the chance to win that game for England before the desire to reach a personal landmark in a certain way overshadowed the match situation.




    The appointment of an England captain cannot come without being agreed in the highest echelons of the ECB, so there is some sense of collective responsibility about this decision. Morris, the managing director of England cricket, said yesterday that he and the chairman of the ECB, Giles Clarke, effectively rubber-stamped a decision made by the selectors. But if it all goes wrong, it is inconceivable that this decision will not come back to haunt Morris, the man ultimately responsible for England team matters.




    Before appointing Pietersen, the selectors probably asked themselves two questions: could he have played the same way for his first 94 runs at Edgbaston if he had been captain? And, would he have played the same shot on 94 had he been captain? They probably reckoned the answer to the first question was ‘yes’ and the answer to the second was ‘no’. Pietersen was unrepentant about the stroke. ‘I didn’t see the 94 as a big issue,’ he said. ‘The way that Colly [Paul Collingwood] and I were playing was exactly the way you have to play against South Africa and Australia. You have got to be positive and you’ve got to be aggressive and that’s the way I’ll continue to play and captain.’




    Two other issues will determine how successful Pietersen’s captaincy will be: his relationship with Peter Moores, the head coach, and whether England can re-create the same kind of potent bowling attack that was at the heart of the Ashes triumph in 2005.




    Like Macavity, Moores has been hard to find in the last few days, absent as he was from both Vaughan’s departure and Pietersen’s coronation. But the best periods in the past few years have come when the captain-coach bond has been unbreakable. It is no secret that Pietersen has not seen eye to eye with Moores of late and so these differences will have to be settled quickly and irrevocably.




    It is often forgotten that a captain is no magician. There are many things he can control, such as the style of cricket he wants his team to play, the personnel in that team and how they gel together. But without match-winning bowlers, no captain can flourish. Much will depend, between now and the Ashes in 11 months’ time, on whether Stephen Harmison can rediscover his mojo, and whether Simon Jones and Flintoff stay fit. If they do, Pietersen’s job will be made much easier.




    As for the rest, there are no doubts. He treats his cricket with utter seriousness and has an intuitive feel for the game, as his batting often shows, and a good cricket brain. Forget the bling, the celebrity wife, the tattoos, the earrings and the ridiculous haircuts at the start of his career. They are all irrelevant because where it matters – on the training ground, in the nets and out in the middle – Pietersen sets as good an example as any England cricketer I have come across. Don’t expect any Flintoff-like late-night tales from this captain.




    Yesterday, he was also certain that the dressing-room would go with him. ‘I ummed and aahed last year when they asked me about the one-day job,’ he said. ‘Now I’m a much more rounded figure and I’ve got a lot more support from the players. That’s one of the most exciting things, the text messages and the phone calls from senior players who support me. Once you’ve got the support of the players there’s nothing more you can ask for.’




    Good luck, then, to him as he embarks on the next stage of his remarkable journey. It is an enormous undertaking and he will need all his inner toughness to succeed. Yesterday, he said that Vaughan’s were big shoes to fill, but unlike Tiger Woods, who was told the same thing about Jack Nicklaus, Pietersen did not say that he had big feet. I hope I’m wrong, but I have a horrible feeling that this is going to end in tears. But, then again, as Vaughan showed on Sunday, it always ends in tears.




    The Times, 5 August 2008




    Kevin Pietersen Aims to Turn On the Style




    Heavy clouds and drizzle greeted England’s new captain at Lord’s yesterday. He did not arrive in a gold-plated personalised helicopter, as Sir Allen Stanford had done, and he was forced to climb the stairs to the media centre because the lift was broken. But as he did the clouds parted, as if they, too, were in thrall to King Kev, and the sun shone. The portents were good.




    He was dressed soberly in a dark suit, with an embroidered England logo and an England and Wales Cricket Board lapel badge. His hair was cut short and the first signs of a goatee beard were showing; his trademark diamond earring had been put away for the show. It was a rather cramped affair, too, since a horde of schoolboy cricketers had found their way in. There was wonder in their eyes, the England captaincy being the stuff of schoolboy dreams.




    Kevin Pietersen, 28, would never have dreamt of captaining England as a schoolboy in Pietermaritzburg, South Africa, and so this must rank among the most dramatic and unbelievable of tales. His first thoughts turned to Pietermaritzburg when asked to take on the job. He rang his mother and father, who still live there, along with one of his three brothers. It was his wife Jessica, though, who provided the final confirmation that, in Harriet Harman-speak, his time had come.




    He admitted afterwards that he had never been more nervous, but this was a confident and bullish first performance in front of a demanding audience. He spoke of his pride and his excitement; he paid generous tribute to his predecessor, Michael Vaughan (‘I love Michael Vaughan,’ he gushed), and revealed that a number of senior players had already texted him their messages of support. It was, he said, a challenge he could not duck.




    He said he would captain in a ‘spontaneous, gut-instinct’ type of way and he hoped that it would not change his style. ‘Time will tell, but I hope it won’t affect the way I play,’ he said. ‘If it doesn’t work out and affects a few things in terms of my personal life and my batting then I will be man enough to say so.’




    Only once did he falter and that was when he was asked about his working relationship with the head coach, Peter Moores, with whom Pietersen and a number of other senior players have had issues of late. ‘Peter Moores likes to challenge players, and there are a lot of strong characters, opinionated characters in the dressing-room,’ he said. ‘My position is totally, totally different now that I am captain from being a player and we now need to unite, get on the same hymn sheet and get this team going forward together.’




    The implication was that the England team have not been so much of a cosy club of late as a warring faction – although Pietersen was convinced that he and Moores could work well together. ‘I sat down with Peter for a long chat yesterday afternoon and I am 100 per cent confident that we can work together,’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t be sat here now if that wasn’t the case.’




    Sitting alongside Pietersen were Hugh Morris, the managing director of England cricket, and Geoff Miller, the national selector. Miller used the opportunity to name England’s team for the next Test, the squad for the forthcoming one-day series and the England Lions team to play one-day games against South Africa on 14 and 16 August. Ravi Bopara replaces Vaughan in the Test team, Samit Patel of Nottinghamshire and Matt Prior have been selected in the one-day squad, and there is an eye-catching return for Simon Jones in the first of the Lions’ matches.




    Yesterday, though, was all about Pietersen, a cricketer who has divided more opinion and more dressing-rooms than any other in recent times. It is a remarkable story.




    The Times, 5 August 2008




    Stephen Harmison Ensures England Live in the Fast Lane




    In the build-up to the fourth npower Test match, Kevin Pietersen had not exactly adhered to Brian Clough’s philosophy on sporting leadership. ‘Say nowt, win it, then talk yer head off’ was Clough’s dictum, but – and this was unavoidable, given the demands on a new captain – Pietersen had decided in the run-up to the game at The Oval not to bother with the first bit. Yesterday morning, though, the talking had to stop and the doing had to start.




    The new era began rather well. Pietersen lost the toss, but this proved to be a good thing, as the pitch offered something all day and South Africa’s batsmen gave the impression that they were a unit drained from previous exertions. They lost six wickets in the afternoon session, with the result that a promising 103 for one after lunch became 194 all out, an hour after tea. Only the loss of Andrew Strauss before the close and a funereal over-rate could take the gloss off Pietersen’s day.




    A captain is nothing without good bowlers and yesterday they made it easy for their new leader. The wickets were shared around and, with the exception of Stuart Broad, who leaked too many boundaries, it was a good day for them all. James Anderson, in particular, had a day to remember when he became, at 26 years and eight days old, the fourth youngest English bowler to pass 100 Test wickets.




    It was a good day, too, for the man immediately above him on that list. Over the past couple of years, it has been difficult to watch Stephen Harmison bowl, mainly because, following that horror ball in Brisbane, the spectators’ instincts upon seeing him ball in hand have been to cower behind the sofa or place their hands over their eyes just in case. But yesterday we got the pre-2006 version: knees pumping and radar working. He was hostile, fast and, praise be, straight.




    He was entrusted with the new ball, the first time he has taken it for England since the Old Trafford Test more than a year ago, and he might have taken a wicket with his first ball, Graeme Smith cutting a rising one straight into, and out of, the hands of Alastair Cook at gully. There was pain and blood, too, although the blood belonged to a team-mate, as Tim Ambrose misjudged Harmison’s steepling bounce to end up with a mouthful of leather. The pain was reserved for Smith, who edged into what commentators call the midriff, and spent minutes doubled up while everyone else had a titter.




    Thereafter, Harmison bowled a probing eight-over spell from the Vauxhall End, during which he was unlucky not to take a wicket or two, passing the bat on occasions and looking generally in good order. It was a change of ends after lunch, primarily so that the prevailing breeze could help Anderson’s outswing, that brought Harmison the rewards that were due to him. He took only two wickets, but they were the key ones of Smith and Hashim Amla, when both were set, and they highlighted the value of having a genuine strike bowler at the captain’s disposal.




    Smith was first to go, top-edging a weary hook shot straight to Anderson at fine leg. He had battled against himself throughout his 103-ball stay, never finding his fluency or best touch. This was unsurprising, given the amount of mental and physical energy that had gone into his astounding performance at Edgbaston. The only surprise here was that he lasted so long.




    Like Basildon in a general election, Smith, in form or not, remains a bellwether for his team, and his departure sparked a downturn in fortunes. Harmison’s next ball to Amla was fast and full and it duly flattened the batsman’s middle stump. Harmison jumped, punched the air with delight and roared his satisfaction, something we have not really seen since the Ashes in 2005. It was a welcome sight.




    Now it was Anderson’s turn to join in the fun. Swinging the ball malevolently this way and that, with just the merest tilt of his wrist position, he set up Jacques Kallis with a series of outswingers before he darted one back, late and full, to trap the batsman leg-before. Did the ball strike him outside the line of off stump? It was a marginal call, but one that Aleem Dar got right and it was just reward for a skilful bit of swing bowling.




    When Ashwell Prince drove Anderson to Ian Bell at cover point, South Africa had lost four wickets for 15 runs in 33 balls. Mark Boucher became the fifth of the session, feathering another Anderson outswinger through to Ambrose, and A.B. de Villiers the sixth, when he played back to the third ball bowled by Monty Panesar on the stroke of tea. Panesar was an immediate beneficiary of the change in captain, used as he was sparingly and, when he took his second wicket in the first over of a new spell, he would have thought, judiciously.




    England’s new captain directed proceedings from mid-off just like Vaughan, but that was where the similarities ended. Whereas Vaughan would stand impassively, Pietersen clapped, cajoled and was more obviously emotional. There were hugs for his bowlers and an affectionate pat on the behind for short leg. It was all very touchy-feely. From a man who, in his press conferences, had spread more love around than you’d find in a 1960s hippy commune, this was unsurprising. Let it all hang out, man.




    The Times, 8 August 2008




    Kevin Pietersen Confident That He Can Walk the Walk




    This was not so much ‘the shot that was heard round the world’, as Bobby Thomson’s home run for the New York Giants was immortalised in the autumn of 1951, but a gauntlet thrown down that will be picked up on the other side of the world. Kevin Pietersen’s assertion that ‘if we play like that, we will beat Australia’ will be noted, stored away and then rammed down his throat should the glory that he believes is preordained does not come to pass.




    This was pure Pietersen. It was a harmless enough delivery, and one that an ‘English’ captain would have shouldered arms to and let pass by. The Aussies? We will just concentrate on the next match, thank you very much. Yawn, and dull copy all round.




    Pietersen? He saw it as a scoring opportunity and not only for a single, either. He ran down the pitch and thrashed it – one leg in the air, no doubt, flamingo-style – through mid-wicket for four. Thrilling stuff, especially for the marketers, who will not have to do much in the way of puffing hype before next year’s Ashes series.




    One of Pietersen’s great triumphs this week was that he managed to get the assortment of drunks, cynics, skivers, scoundrels, gamblers and geeks collectively known as the press corps buzzing with excitement. Indeed, the uplifting nature of his pre-match message did not inspire only his team. We returned and opened our laptops with something close to enthusiasm.




    So it was after the match. The Guardian could be heard telling its office that there were three back-page leads in the first five minutes of Pietersen’s victory press conference. The Independent had an unusual spring in its step, a mood that soon darkened when the office agreed that Pietersen’s quotes demanded more space and its workload doubled. It then yearned for a return to Atherton-like obfuscation.




    England captains tend to come in two types where the press are concerned. Those who are fearful of them, or at least treat the demands as a tiresome interlude to the important stuff – as I did – and those who use a press conference for their own ends. Recently, Nasser Hussain was particularly adept at understanding the need to give a good line, but no one understood the PR value of a press conference more than Tony Greig. His assertion that India had the best umpires in the world prior to his team’s tour there in 1976 was a masterstroke of manipulation.




    Pietersen will give better copy than any England captain since Greig, whose bullishness and sense of theatre he shares. Something to do with background, I suppose. A captain of a decidedly more English hue tried something similar after beating Australia 3–1 in 1985. David Gower thought that the West Indies captain would be ‘quaking in his boots’ before England’s winter tour of the Caribbean. But this was intended as a quip and nothing in the manner of Gower’s statement suggested he believed anything other than the ensuing ‘blackwash’ was a possibility.




    The danger with opening your mouth too readily, especially if the brain has not been put into gear beforehand, is that you will say something silly that will come back to haunt. Greig’s faux pas came when he said that he intended to make West Indies ‘grovel’. Coming from a white South African, this carried unpleasant overtones and was used as a motivating tool by Clive Lloyd.




    Rather bold foolishness than timidity, though. When England went to Australia in 2002–03, the message was that they were hoping to compete. This was greeted with scorn Down Under. At the end of the 2006–07 Ashes series, after his team had been thrashed 5–0, Andrew Flintoff was asked whether the expectations on England before the series had been too high. Flintoff agreed. The message was hardly a confident one.




    In Australia, when expectations and results diverge they do not dampen down the former, they do something about the latter. Ricky Ponting and his team went away after losing the Ashes in 2005 and worked their butts off to make sure that it would not happen again, but Glenn McGrath still predicted 5–0. He was right, too.




    Where Pietersen scores over most of the recent incumbents of the England captaincy is that the Australians do not so much respect him as fear him. As one of a handful of players to have sent Shane Warne on to the defensive – as he did when Warne was forced to bowl Ashley Giles-like, two feet outside leg stump in Adelaide two winters ago – the Australians know that Pietersen will back up his press conferences with appropriate action on the field.




    It was Mike Denness who once received an envelope from Australia marked ‘Mike Denness, England cricketer’. Inside, the letter simply stated: ‘Should this reach you, the post office clearly thinks more of your ability than I do.’ There is no chance of that happening to Pietersen, one reason why his optimism where the Ashes are concerned will be respected Down Under. For his sake, and for ours in the press box, he should keep on singing.




    The Times, 14 August 2008




    Kevin Pietersen Learns from Mike Brearley




    The odd couple. It was an incongruous sight on the flight to Mohali to see Kevin Pietersen sitting next to Mike Brearley. Brearley, looking every inch the university professor – white-haired, scruffy blue sweater, cords and Hush Puppies – next to the personification of the modern international sportsman, Pietersen, wearing his Vodafone (but not for much longer) tracksuit, noise-emitting earphones and iPod, playing, no doubt, his pop-star wife’s latest offering.




    Can there have been two more different England captains? Brearley: quiet, contemplative, bookish, tactically supreme but always aware of having to justify his place as a batsman. Pietersen: outwardly confident and brash, the best player in the team by some distance but learning the ‘captaincy thing’, as he once referred to it, as he goes along.




    With his ‘degree in people’ (something Rodney Hogg, the former Australian fast bowler, attributed to Brearley) nobody would have been better suited to accompanying Pietersen on the long flight north. Brearley would have trodden carefully, knowing exactly how Pietersen would have been feeling on the day after the defeat in the first Test match in Chennai. In itself, becoming only the third England captain after Norman Yardley and David Gower to declare and lose is not a problem, but having the fourth highest successful run chase in history against your name is not great for the CV.




    I chatted to Brearley on the morning of the fifth day in Chennai and we both agreed that it was the kind of day you lived for as a captain, the knowledge that you could make a difference but also that awful, nagging feeling in the pit of your stomach that you might mess it up. So Brearley would have been aware of the angst that Pietersen would have been feeling on that flight. Equally, there would have been no better brain for Pietersen to tap into for an insight into how he might have done things differently. It would have been good to talk.




    Had I been sitting in Brearley’s place, what would I have said in reply to the inevitable question, ‘How did I do?’ I would have first recalled the numerous days when I felt I got things wrong. How could I not have helped to find a way to dismiss Danny Morrison, cricket’s biggest rabbit, as he batted for two sessions against us in Auckland in 1997 to save a Test? How did West Indies, on a shocking pitch in Trinidad in 1998, chase successfully on the final day to win? Captaincy is partly about making mistakes. On any given day, a captain will make hundreds of decisions, some more important than others, and he cannot get them all right. The key is to learn but to try not to torment yourself and wonder: ‘What if?’




    I don’t think Pietersen got things quite right on the final day in Chennai. I felt he was too concerned with saving boundaries at the start. Was this a reflection of England’s caution the day before? Yuvraj Singh, for instance, was allowed to get off the mark with a push to deep point. When Andrew Flintoff, rightly, was brought back to attack him early on, the deep-set field did not help Pietersen to keep the left-hander on strike.




    To give a small example of how the desire to stop boundaries impinged on the need to get wickets: in the first session, Monty Panesar went over the wicket to Sachin Tendulkar to bowl into the rough. There was a man at deep square leg saving the four and one at square leg stopping the single. Fine. Tendulkar tried a risky slog-sweep out of the rough. He missed. Immediately, the square leg went back to deep mid-wicket and the next ball Tendulkar eased it to where the man had been and scampered up the other end.




    Tendulkar’s game plan was to play in a risk-free manner, nudging into the gaps, and the ‘in-out’ field (close catchers and boundary savers) allowed him to do this without taking many chances. It was easier, surely, in those conditions to work the ball around rather than hit over the top. As a result, there was never any sense that England had control in the field, the singles flowed and, with a left-hander and right-hander at the crease, this made it difficult for the spinners to settle.




    Peter Moores, the head coach, defended Pietersen on the day after the game, reflecting primarily on his positive attitude in returning to India: ‘He remained completely positive about the trip from Day One and that helped us get into a very good mindset,’ said Moores.




    Captaincy, for sure, is as much about leadership off the field as tactical nous on it and so far Pietersen has been an outstanding leader of men. Not everything went wrong tactically, either. Pietersen did as well as he could – staying calm and trying to take the sting out of the situation – under the onslaught from Virender Sehwag on the fourth evening.




    ‘He tried just about everything on that last day, changing the fields, changing the bowlers and on a day like that there are always people going to say you might have done something different,’ said Moores. But did he try everything? Not once, for example, did Graeme Swann bowl round the wicket to Tendulkar. Not once did England veer from the in-out field to a more traditional squeezing field, forcing the batsmen to hit over the top. When you have five sessions to bowl out a team, you want to have come off the park knowing that every option has been exhausted.




    Maybe it was written in the stars that Mumbai’s favourite son would hit the winning runs and a less rigid tactical approach would not have made any difference. But as a captain, you still want to feel you got things right. Even so, the biggest lesson Pietersen can learn from defeat is how quickly momentum can change in a Test match and how dangerous it is for a team to retreat into their shell. It is said that the best captains produce teams that play in their image. If England’s meandering fourth-day performance reflected their captain, then Pietersen has been fooling us all along.




    But any criticisms of Pietersen’s tactics on the last day should be tempered by the knowledge of how inexperienced he is. The match in Chennai was only his second Test in charge. One of the problems identified in the Schofield report after the 5–0 whitewash in Australia in 2006–07, now gathering dust somewhere in the ECB vaults, was one of leadership. Given that the contracted England players play so few county games, there is precious little opportunity for them to gain any meaningful captaincy experience. They come to international cricket fully prepared from a playing point of view; totally unprepared for leadership.




    And what help within the set-up can Pietersen expect? As he looks around the team for advice at a sticky moment in the game, who is there to guide him? Paul Collingwood, by his own admission when he stood down from the one-day job, was unsuited to the demands of captaincy; Flintoff has enough on his plate, bowling his overs and those of others, which leaves Andrew Strauss. And on the sidelines, everything is catered for – batting coach, bowling coach, physical conditioners, masseurs – but nobody to help Pietersen in what Brearley called the art of captaincy.




    Pietersen has generally made an outstanding start as England captain, but the last day in Chennai also illustrated how much he has to learn. There were echoes of Brearley in Pietersen’s performance, but it is the sage’s captaincy, not his batting, that Pietersen must aim to emulate.




    The Times, 18 December 2008




    Kevin Pietersen: Big Gamble That Failed


    When the Going Got Tough




    When Kevin Pietersen was appointed England captain, it seemed to be an enormous gamble that was likely to end in tears. Nobody, though, could have predicted the speed with which Pietersen’s captaincy has imploded, nor the scale of the fallout. Barely five months into the job, he has gone and has taken the coach, Peter Moores, with him.




    The departure of the two men, and the appointment of Andrew Strauss in Pietersen’s place, announced in a statement last night, will raise questions about the competence of English cricket’s decision-makers.




    What a week. From a snippet about the coach’s future, dropped into a conversation with a national newspaper on New Year’s Eve by a disgruntled player, a story developed of a coach and captain with little or no professional relationship and a team divided.




    The difficulties between Pietersen and Moores were common knowledge. They first surfaced last winter in New Zealand when Pietersen was one of a number of players who felt that Moores’s training methods were over the top and that he was ‘challenging’ the senior players in a disruptive way. Before Pietersen accepted the captaincy, the two had clear-the-air talks, which resulted in Pietersen announcing that the two could work together and that they were now ‘singing from the same hymn sheet’.




    One business leader I talked to at the time, however, described Pietersen as the type of captain who would be all right when things were going well, but likely to implode if things started to go wrong. And in India, although certain aspects of the trip were a personal triumph for the captain, the team did not win a game, losing the one-day series 5–0 and the Test series 1–0. After India scored 387 to win the first Test in Chennai, the word got out that Pietersen felt short-changed by the tactical advice on offer. Hugh Morris, the managing director of the England team, was aware of the differences between the two, and Pietersen was known to have discussed the matter with Giles Clarke, the ECB chairman.




    Once the story gathered pace that Pietersen could not work with Moores, neither went out of his way to deny the rift or reaffirm the promises of co-operation that had accompanied Pietersen’s elevation to the top job. Moores said nothing, while Pietersen merely said the situation was ‘unhealthy’ and needed resolving quickly. Pietersen had, in effect, flexed his muscles, sure of his own power.




    Pietersen’s mistake was to stay on holiday in South Africa, instead of returning once the rift became public. By not coming home at the first opportunity, his attitude towards the captaincy was revealed as casual.




    In his absence, Morris has spent the last few days canvassing the reaction of Pietersen’s team-mates. Most of the players like Moores and think that he is a decent and honourable man, but they have reservations that he is the right man to take them to the next level. As for Pietersen, he will now have learnt an expensive lesson: that the players do not always say to a captain’s face what they actually think.




    And so the story moved again, this time against Pietersen. By the time the ECB’s executive board met by teleconference call on Tuesday evening, the mood had hardened against the England captain. While the directors came to view Moores’s position as untenable, because he had ‘lost’ the dressing-room, they were also determined not to allow a new, inexperienced and – let’s be honest – foreign captain to decide who the ECB should hire and fire. By the end of the meeting, the ECB was determined to sack both.




    Then came the final, dramatic day. First, news spread that Pietersen had resigned. Technically, this was false: Pietersen did not resign in the morning, but his insistence that he could not lead the team under the present management was taken as a de facto resignation by his employers. The ECB had called Pietersen’s bluff. Pietersen now balked, and refused to carry out his threat to resign until later in the day.




    News organisations carried stories of the departures of both men before backtracking, while the ECB denied all knowledge of any resignations. Then Strauss was seen at Lord’s with Geoff Miller, the national selector, and when news came of a 6pm press conference, the jigsaw was in place.




    By the end of the day, England had a new captain and no head coach. Strauss could not be more different from Pietersen. The sadness is that he doesn’t have his predecessor’s intuitive brilliance. Pietersen, as a captain, was an outrageous gamble, but there had been signs that he might pull it off. Now, we shall never know.




    The Times, 8 January 2009




    Andrew Strauss Must Heal England’s Rifts




    The bulldozers and tractors were out in force yesterday at The Oval when Andrew Strauss was announced as England’s new captain. The outfield was undergoing what looked like a complete facelift to incorporate a new drainage system and floodlights. On the day England lost a captain and a head coach – both effectively sacked only five months after agreeing that they could work together for the benefit of English cricket – it was tempting to see in The Oval’s condition and the unavailability of Lord’s (the banqueting manager was on holiday, apparently) a metaphor for English cricket: forever tearing itself apart and unable to function.




    What the downfall of Kevin Pietersen and Peter Moores has shown is just how big a job Strauss has on his hands. It is not just that the team are underperforming – there have been victories only against lower-ranked opposition in the 18 months that Moores has been in charge – but that they are hopelessly divided. Without these divisions, it would have been impossible for a seemingly innocuous story eight days ago to balloon into a monster, devouring the captain and the head coach in the process.




    Hugh Morris, the managing director of England cricket, said as much in the key sentence of his short statement yesterday: he said that the ECB had accepted Pietersen’s resignation, which was delivered as late as 4.45pm, because otherwise it would become ‘impossible to restore dressing-room unity’. In fact, the board had decided on Tuesday evening [6 January] of the need for a fresh start and had decided then to relieve him and Moores of their duties. Pietersen jumped before he was pushed.




    Strauss has two immediate tasks on the tour to the West Indies that starts on 21 January, outside of improving results, and both are interwoven: to reintegrate Pietersen into the team after what has been a massive blow to his ego and to heal the dressing-room divisions. Before making his recommendations to the board, Morris canvassed opinion among the players and while he found universal admiration for Pietersen’s greatness as a player, such sentiments did not extend to his personality or leadership.




    It is no secret that Andrew Flintoff does not like Pietersen. Flintoff, although no longer harbouring leadership ambitions, carries a good number of players along with him, while Strauss has been known to query if not Pietersen’s actions then certainly his motives. So when Pietersen flexed his muscles by effectively demanding Moores’s removal, there was little support. Strauss now has the unenviable task of trying to harness his two biggest names and two biggest match-winners for the benefit of the team. If he does not do that, his tenure, like Pietersen’s, will be a short one.




    This will not be easy, now that Pietersen has been made aware that he did not carry the dressing-room as he thought he did. And now that everyone else knows this, too, this is a very public humiliation for him. He will feel diminished next time he walks into the dressing-room and he will also feel personally let down by the likes of Flintoff and Stephen Harmison, players he made a great show of showering praise on when he accepted the job. When an ego as big as Pietersen’s is punctured in such a spectacular way, who knows what the consequences?




    Yesterday, Strauss was given two pieces of good news in his quest to bring some ballast to a sinking ship. First, Pietersen reaffirmed in the strongest possible terms, according to ECB sources, his desire to represent England in all forms of the game. Pietersen needs the kudos that international cricket brings, and he is smart enough to know that without it, his value would quickly shrink.




    Second, Strauss has a much better chance of getting Pietersen onside now that Moores has been relieved of his duties. There is no doubt that the loss of three captains and modest results have not helped Moores hold on to his job, but there is no doubt also that the biggest reason for his removal is the fear of Pietersen inhabiting the same dressing-room as someone whom he would perceive as being responsible for his sacking. After a divorce, distance is a good thing.




    The departure, then, of Moores and Pietersen from positions of responsibility could strengthen England in the medium term. Rather get the problems out of the way now, with six Tests (scheduled) against West Indies, before Australia arrive, than defer them down the line and have them blow up on the eve of English cricket’s most eagerly awaited rivalry. And in Strauss, England have given an opportunity to a man who always looked, to some of us, the likeliest candidate to succeed Michael Vaughan.




    Moores’s removal is harsh in the sense that he is a decent, hardworking and loyal man, who has behaved throughout this past week with great dignity. Nor should it be forgotten that he inherited something of a disaster: a team that had been whitewashed in Australia, in which discipline had broken down and in which factions were rife. But he failed to arrest the decline and the divisions, as showcased in the last week, have got worse. Pietersen by his very nature exacerbated them; it is to be hoped that Strauss, the moderator, may heal them.




    In a sense, Moores fell victim to the cult of the coach. High profile, with salaries to match, coaches are now expected to be alchemists, turning dust into gold at the tap of a keyboard. It is depressing that a bunch of England cricketers were looking to find fault with someone else for their own poor performances. Any captain who blames a coach for not defending a target on a wearing pitch is pretty feeble.




    For the moment, England do not have a head coach, although the ECB has indicated a desire to find one before the winter is out. The best first move that Strauss could make is to not ask for one. After all, with a batting coach, bowling coach, fielding coach, and computer analyst, how many coaches does a team need?
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    Cut-out-and-keep Recipes for Alastair Cook to Follow




    One of the least remarked upon conclusions of the now dust-laden, moth-eaten Schofield report into the 2006–07 Ashes defeat was the captaincy conundrum. How, said Schofield, can England expect to produce good leaders when, because of their absence from county cricket, the best players are no longer getting any meaningful captaincy experience? It was a prescient point.




    With Andrew Strauss lukewarm about Bangladesh, England have earmarked Alastair Cook for the job. He has little to no experience of leading and is unlikely to get any before England come calling. As a result, the management team, fretting about ‘succession planning’, are aware that they have to find a way of improving Cook’s leadership skills.




    I am sceptical as to how well such skills can be taught or learnt, and am certain that a feel for the game, in any tactical sense, is either present or not. But there is no harm in aiming for self-improvement and so, in the spirit of generosity, I offer Cook an annotated version of a talk given by Mike Brearley (if not the best England captain, then surely the man who has thought about captaincy more and written about it better than anyone else) at the Festival of Free Thinking in Gateshead last month:




    1) Good captains must be true to themselves




    Brearley quotes Joseph Conrad, the writer, referring to a sea captain of his acquaintance, who, although normally conservative by nature, suddenly changed course. Suddenly he ‘hankered after the meretricious glory of a showy performance’ but ‘through a touch of self-seeking, that modest artist of solid merit became untrue to his temperament’. Naturally, he failed in his task.




    As a young captain of England, and a little adrift, I looked around for a role model and fell upon Allan Border, who had been in an analogous situation with Australia some years before. Initially slavish adherence to his style brought upon myself the sobriquet ‘Captain Grumpy’, which was also Border’s and which might have suited his temperament, but certainly did not suit mine. Best to stick to who you are.




    2) Narcissists make dreadful captains




    Brearley identifies two kinds of narcissist: the first is the glory seeker, the addict to power and control, who sees success only in terms of what it means for himself; the second is someone for whom the desire to be loved and admired becomes too overwhelming and paralyses their decision-making.




    An example of the former is Napoleon, who saw himself as above others but was undone by his vanity and self-regard, the needs of his men secondary to the pursuit of glory. Brearley used an unnamed former England captain as an example of the second kind: this was a captain who dithered and vacillated and consulted endlessly, but could not make a decision for fear of how it would look. When, in one match, a tailender showed him up for scoring slowly even though this benefited the team, the captain was resentful of the, as he saw it, humiliation and criticised the tailender for his actions.




    Both are completely different characters but both are united by the need to be seen to be wonderful, which distracts them from the task in hand and the needs of their team. No doubt Brearley would not have recommended Kevin Pietersen for the captaincy of England.




    3) Good captains encourage others to think for themselves




    ‘Give a man a fish and you help him for a very short while; teach him the art of fishing and he can help himself all his life; teach him to make his own fishing tackle and you’ve helped him to not only become self-supportive but also self-reliant and independent.’ After the suffocating experience that was Peter Moores’s schoolmasterly regime, it has been the central theme of Andrew Strauss’s captaincy. Brearley would approve.




    4) Good captains treat players as individuals




    Brearley was fortunate to have at his disposal one of the great opening bowling partnerships, but few have been as dissimilar as Ian Botham and Bob Willis. Brearley would goad, prod and provoke Botham. ‘My aunt can bowl faster than you,’ he told Botham frequently. But Willis, despite appearances, was a sensitive soul who needed reminding constantly of his ability. Obvious maybe, but when ignored the consequences can be dramatic, as they were between David Gower and Graham Gooch.




    5) A good captain’s skin is neither too thin, nor too thick




    It is often said that leaders need thick skins, but they also need skins thin enough to allow the anxieties of their team-mates to register, but thick enough to contain them within, without then betraying their fears to others. Good captains neither fret nor flap under pressure, but nor are they insensitive to the situation.




    According to Brearley, Frank Worrell gave such a display of containment during the nail-baiting conclusion to the Lord’s Test of 1963, when England, with a broken-armed Colin Cowdrey at the crease, were closing on victory. With Brian Close winding up Wes Hall to fever pitch, Worrell remained calm and impassive, ‘almost removed from the storm and tempests of drama’. It allowed his team to remain controlled, focused and disciplined. Michael Vaughan had those qualities in 2005, too.




    6) Good captains recognise that good teams are like families




    The best teams might give an impression of unity, but more often than not they are like families who bicker and argue, and a good captain allows, even encourages, disparate voices to be heard. The great Australia team circa 1995–2001 was a superb example: Shane Warne disliked(s) Steve Waugh and Adam Gilchrist intently, but there was enough mutual respect to paper over the character clashes. Mark Taylor, a fine Australia captain, managed a dressing-room full of flaming egos brilliantly: when they took the field they gave an impression of unity.




    7) A good captain doesn’t demand respect, he earns it




    Sporting dressing-rooms are notoriously disrespectful to authority and a captain must acknowledge this lack of deference and see it as a strength. Just because he wears the stripes, he cannot assume he will be respected, because, said Brearley, ‘the name on the box is often not the same as the contents inside it’. A captain earns respect through his performances, his decision-making and his qualities as a human being. It can, as Cook will find out, be a long, hard and lonely road.
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    Andrew Strauss Wrecks England Selection Policy




    The first time that Ricky Ponting took a break from the Australia captaincy he was publicly censured by Steve Waugh, his predecessor. ‘The Australia captain is the benchmark of resilience and mental toughness,’ Waugh said, and ought to be seen to be ‘almost indestructible’.




    As one of the most cussed performers ever to pull on a baggy green cap, Waugh was speaking from a position of strength, although it did not affect Ponting, who has continued to take what Australian observers have come to term his ‘annual mid-summer break’. He was at it again last summer, going home at the end of the Ashes for a couple of weeks before returning for the fourth one-day international at Lord’s, refreshed and ready to contemplate another gruelling few months on the international treadmill.




    Andrew Strauss has argued recently that he is more in step with the modern reality of international cricket than his predecessors, who, with the exception of Michael Vaughan, have criticised him for missing the tour of Bangladesh next month, so he can spend a couple of months in Australia with his wife (who is Australian) and his young children. ‘If you accept the principle that resting players is a good thing, then the captain should not be exempt from that,’ said Strauss.




    This represents a fundamentally different view of leadership from Waugh, who believed absolutely in a top-down, hierarchical approach. Strauss, from everything that he has said and done, embraces a different philosophy, a more inclusive style of management. When asked before the Johannesburg Test last week what were the secrets to his early success as captain, Strauss talked of removing what he thought previously to be a ‘top heavy’ style of leadership. Strauss’s England, we are led to believe, is a happy commune, where the most junior man’s thoughts carry equal weight to the captain’s and where the leader’s actions are not to be divorced from the rest.




    No doubt, though, the junior mess were not asked what they thought of their captain pulling rank and missing what is known on the circuit to be the least glamorous and most arduous of tours. It is a bit like India 30 years ago, one correspondent said to me recently when I asked about what was in store for those of us who are going, and he did not mean that in a complimentary way. We can safely assume that, when Strauss broached the subject, it was not a case of ‘hands up who wants to miss out on Bangladesh, lads?’




    England’s policy towards modern touring was set by Duncan Fletcher, the former coach, at the end of the summer of 2001. It was a policy that was carefully thought out and has been the cornerstone of decision-making since. It came about when Darren Gough and Alec Stewart asked to miss the first half of England’s winter that year (a tour of India), but to be included in the second half (a jolly to New Zealand).




    Fletcher had a problem on his hands: both were senior, influential players – Stewart a former captain – both were match-winners and Stewart had not missed any international cricket by choice since his debut in 1989. In one sense, it was a reasonable request, but everyone knew that they wanted to miss the ‘hardship’ tour (England had not toured India since 1993 and were unaware that the ‘hardship’ no longer existed) in favour of one that offered scenery, vineyards and, no doubt, some easy win bonuses. Stewart was also worried about the match-fixing issue, in which he had been unfairly implicated two years before.




    Fletcher, who recognised that every decision has unintended consequences, took soundings and decided that he would allow both players to miss either leg (Tests or one-day internationals) of each tour, but not the whole of one tour. In other words, they could play in the one-day internationals in India and New Zealand, or the Tests in both countries, but they could not miss the whole of India and expect their place back in New Zealand.




    This was a brave call, given that England were a moderate team at the time, and that a tour to India without Gough and Stewart held little promise of success. But Fletcher knew that, with the importance of the sub-continent to modern-day cricket, he had to find a way of ensuring that England’s finest did not routinely pass on the delights of India, Pakistan and Sri Lanka as they used to do. Not only would it weaken England’s chances of competing there, it would cause, in the longer term, undue strife in the dressing-room.




    Stewart decided against going at all and ceded his place to James Foster. Gough played in the one-day internationals in India and New Zealand, but missed the Tests in both countries. An important principle had been laid down: no matter how big the name, picking and choosing tours was not acceptable. And England competed well in the Tests in India without Gough and Stewart, showing that no one is indispensable.




    By touring South Africa and missing the whole of the tour of Bangladesh, Strauss has shattered that policy and laid the foundations for a future in which players pick and choose according to where they fancy spending their winters. Would it have been too much for the England captain to keep faith with a policy that has worked pretty well by missing the one-day games in Dubai and Bangladesh and playing in only two Tests there? After all, two Tests, taking in about three weeks in all, is hardly the stuff from which exhaustion is made. Strauss played just 113 days’ cricket, by my reckoning, last year (in 1995 Mark Waugh, brother of Steve, played 170), although I accept that the percentage of international cricket (i.e. high-pressure cricket) is much higher than it was before.




    Assuming that Strauss arrived in Bangladesh two weeks before the first Test, he would still have a break of five weeks now, and, given his absence from the World Twenty20, would have a further seven weeks off before reporting for duty a week before the Bangladesh return tour to England. Twelve weeks off in 15 would seem, by most people’s arrangements, to be remarkably generous, regardless of the pressures of the job.




    Instead, by asking his team to do something he is not prepared to do, Strauss has not only dismissed the first principles of Waugh, he has also undermined England’s policy on touring, based upon the principle of fairness, that has worked for the best part of a decade. Mind you, as Graham Onions found out in Johannesburg, fairness is not necessarily part of the new-England lexicon.




    The Times, 21 January 2010




    Demanding Strauss Sets Impressive


    Standards for Rest to Follow




    To both men it must seem like an age ago. When Andrew Strauss introduced himself to Darren Gough as a Test cricketer for the first time, Gough gave him no more than a cursory nod in return. Thought him to be the new Vodafone representative, the Yorkshireman said subsequently.




    With his stiff collars, Windsor-knotted ties and clean-cut dress sense, Strauss has lost none of the qualities that fooled Gough into thinking him more estate agent-cum-salesman than international cricketer. What he has gained in the 18 months since he took on the England captaincy full time, though, is a huge amount of stature.




    It is difficult to think of anybody else captaining England right now, so sure is Strauss’s hold on the title. In a difficult summer – although surely some of the self-righteousness in the last week has been overplayed – he has handled himself and his team with immense poise. His hoarse voice at the end of the final one-day international on Wednesday [22 September] betrayed the stress that he has put himself under, but at no stage has that affected his batting or his demeanour.




    Calmness and strength of mind have characterised his off-field performance throughout the fractious one-day series against Pakistan, as he played a central role in keeping the more militant members of his team on track in the wake of Ijaz Butt’s slurs. As public and media opinion swings wildly back and forth, it is not always easy to chart a straight course in such turbulent times, but Strauss has managed it impressively.




    He is building an enviable record as captain, too. Only four defeats in 27 Test matches suggests that his toughness as an opening batsman has rubbed off on the rest, so that, as with all good leaders, the team reflects something of the man. England 2010 may not have the flair of Michael Vaughan’s 2005 team, but they will not be as flaky as Andrew Flintof’s flops in 2006–07, either. Nor has he let the job affect his own game, his average with the stripes a good six runs better than without them.
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