





            



                        



            


















Born in Salisbury (now Harare) in 1948, DUNCAN FLETCHER enjoyed a successful career in business alongside his early playing career. As captain of Zimbabwe’s one-day team he led the side to a famous win over Australia in the 1983 World Cup, and subsequently moved into coaching, taking over as England’s first foreign coach in 1999. He lives with his wife Marina in South Africa. They have a son, Michael, and a daughter, Nicola.




His co-writer, STEVE JAMES, captained Glamorgan and won two caps for England. He retired from the game in 2004 with a first-class average of over 40, and his 309 not out in 2000 is the highest individual score in Glamorgan’s history. He has written an autobiography, Third Man to Fatty’s Leg, and now writes on cricket and rugby for the Sunday Telegraph and the Guardian. He also collaborated with Duncan Fletcher on his account of the 2005 Ashes campaign, Ashes Regained, also published by Simon & Schuster/ Pocket Books.

















Also by Duncan Fletcher




Ashes Regained: The Coach’s Story

















[image: image]



















First published in Great Britain in 2007
 by Simon & Schuster UK Ltd
 This edition first published by Pocket Books, 2008
 An imprint of Simon & Schuster UK Ltd
 A CBS COMPANY




Copyright © 2007 by Duncan Fletcher




This book is copyright under the Berne Convention.
 No reproduction without permission.
 All rights reserved.




The right of Duncan Fletcher to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.




Simon & Schuster UK Ltd
 Africa House
 64–78 Kingsway
 London WC2B 6AH




www.simonsays.co.uk




Simon & Schuster Australia
 Sydney




A CIP catalogue for this book is available from the British Library.




ISBN-10: 1-84739-497-3
ISBN-13: 978-1-84739-497-2























To my ever-understanding and loving wife, Marina.




And to our children Michael and Nicola for
 their constant love, help and support.


























Acknowledgements











Thanks to:




My wife Marina and children Michael and Nicola, for their passionate and continual support, particularly their patience in many lonely times;




My parents Desmond and Mary, and brothers John, Colin, Gordon, Allan and sister Ann, for a great family upbringing on Carswell Farm. Special thanks to John for his sound advice;




Marina’s parents, Alex and Elisa, for their help and support, especially when we emigrated to Cape Town;




Nick Erskine, for giving me the break at Prince Edward High School;




Zimbabwe Cricket and in particular Alwyn Pichanick, for being such a very important mentor;




Western Province Cricket, for starting the journey;




Glamorgan County Cricket Club, for giving me the opportunity to make people notice;




Simon & Schuster, for letting me put my story down on paper;




Steve James, for his patience and enthusiasm;




England Cricket and especially the England players, who allowed me to try to be successful at the job that I am so passionate about.



























Preface











It all ended in tears. They say that the tenures of most sporting coaches end that way, but I would like to think this was a little different. Those tears offered me the most humbling of stories. They told me that I had been successful in my seven-and-a-half-year reign as coach of the England cricket team; that I had earnt the respect of the England players.




Those are the things that matter most to a coach. I had never demanded respect, always expecting to earn it. Now I had final confirmation that I had done that. In the space of a minute or two, I discovered everything I needed to know about my coaching stint with England. Things had gone horribly wrong in that winter of 2006/7, and yet I was being afforded such a heart-warming send-off. Anyone who offered the opinion that I had ‘lost’ the England dressing room at the end of my tenure should have been there. It truly was special.




The tears came at the Police ground in Bridgetown, Barbados, on 19 April 2007. It was there that I announced to the England team that I had resigned as England coach and that their final World Cup Super Eight match against the West Indies in two days’ time would be my last. And, yes, I did resign of my own volition. It was wholly my decision. I was not pushed in any way, as some have suggested.




I knew it was going to be an emotional moment, but not this emotional. That is because, contrary to popular belief, the tears were not just mine. I actually thought that I had been holding myself together pretty well. I had called all the players together mid-practice because I knew that England and Wales Cricket Board (ECB) chairman David Morgan was about to give a press conference elsewhere on the island to announce my resignation. I wanted the players to know before that happened.




But I did not really know what to say. So I just told them the bare facts and thanked them very much for their efforts. ‘Right, that’s it,’ I said and prepared to walk away, hoping the net practice could continue. It was then that skipper Michael Vaughan stopped me.




‘Hold on, Fletch, I want to say something,’ he said. But as he was saying this, tears were appearing in his eyes. I lost it then. But remarkably, despite his overly emotional state, Vaughan continued speaking, even if he was struggling to control his breathing. I am not sure I could have done that. Vaughan thanked me sincerely for what I had done. I looked around and there were other players with tears in their eyes. I lost it a bit more. Even my old mate, physiotherapist Dean Conway, certainly not one for excessive emotion, said to me afterwards, ‘I was lucky I had my sunglasses on.’ I had mine on–as usual–but they were misting up. And it was Conway who later mentioned to me that Vaughan had sent him a text message. ‘I cannot believe I have just cried in front of grown-ups,’ was the gist of it. Apparently Vaughan had never done that before.




I walked away wiping those tears from under my shades as players came up to shake my hand. But there was a strange silence which added to the unforgettable feeling. Players just drifted away to the tent area provided for shade and changing. No one was saying a word.




So I said, ‘Come on, guys, we’ve got a game on Saturday.’ And then something even stranger happened. As the two batsmen returned to the nets they had been in before I called them out, everybody else went to have a bowl. I could never remember that happening before. Even the non-bowlers were turning their arms over to occupy their minds. The net became chaos. I just think the players were shocked. Questions had been asked because of the scheduling of Morgan’s press conference but only Vaughan, Conway and the relevant people at the ECB knew. As bowling coach Kevin Shine later said: ‘That was really classy the way you handled that, not letting on you were going to resign.’




As you may have gathered, I always was pretty good at keeping my cards close to my chest. But the resignation had been brewing for some time. It had hardly been a glorious winter, with the 5–0 Ashes thrashing. There were, however, reasons for that which we will come to. But nothing had prepared me for the thunderbolt with which Mike Atherton struck me after we had lost the final Test in Sydney. Doing an interview for Sky Sports he asked me about an independent review which he had learnt was to be conducted into our defeat.




I knew nothing about it. This was a terrible way to find out. Nobody had had the decency to tell me. I can say honestly that was the lowest point of my cricketing career. The ECB media people Colin Gibson and Andrew Walpole apologized afterwards, but the damage had been done. I felt completely isolated. Not even my employers were backing me up during such a difficult time.




Why was a review needed? Without wishing to brag, England’s Test record under me had been very, very good. In the previous twelve Test series we had lost only two. In twenty-two Tests at home before 2007 we had only lost two. We were ranked number two in the world. One very poor series against one of the best teams in the history of the game and this review had been called for. It just did not seem right.




It later transpired that the review was to be headed by Ken Schofield, a golf man. But still nobody spoke to me about it. Nobody spoke to me about its setting-up, and of its committee only Nasser Hussain, Nick Knight and Micky Stewart later spoke to me about its purpose.




In Australia a couple of days after the review’s announcement I even had to phone Morgan and ECB chief executive David Collier for a meeting about it. When I questioned them they allowed me to look through their terms of reference. Some of them did not exactly give me a confidence boost. My mood sank a little lower.




I can only assume Morgan was supporting me but was being outnumbered by his board in the desire for the review. Morgan understood what was going on amongst the squad but, in fairness to him, he was displaying the confidentiality which brought such great mutual respect between us. He was probably not relaying the private one-on-one chats we had had about this. And vice versa he was not relaying to me his conversations with the board. If only others had had such standards of confidentiality. There is no way news of the Schofield Report should have leaked out, but sadly this was typical of my dealings with the ECB. There are people there who think it is their right to inform the media because it makes them look important, certainly a lot more important than they actually are.




I walked away from that meeting in Sydney with Morgan and Collier a depressed man. I wandered the ten-minute walk back to my hotel and for the first time resignation thoughts entered my mind. ‘Hold on, what’s going on here?’ I thought. ‘Is it really worth carrying on?’




For then, though, I snapped out of it quickly enough. But the Schofield Report hung like the sword of Damocles over the team’s every movement from then on. It definitely affected morale and would have done so even more if the initial, ridiculous, intended date of release–two days before our first World Cup match against New Zealand–had been adhered to. It certainly affected me when Micky Stewart asked to see me at Gatwick airport prior to our departure for the World Cup.




I have a lot of admiration for Stewart. He was always very supportive of me as England coach, always there with a cheering phone call when things were going badly. We chatted about the matters in hand, but then at the end of our conversation he said: ‘One criticism of you, Duncan, is your lack of communication.’




‘I would communicate a lot more,’ I said, ‘if there was more confidentiality. I know there is none so I keep things to myself. Why talk if people are going to blab?’ He said he appreciated that and then he was on his way. It was not talking to Stewart that frustrated me, just the general situation. ‘Why am I having to explain all these things just before such a big tournament?’ I asked myself. It was all so very wrong.




That was it. Everyone has a tipping point, and this moment now provided mine. I decided to resign once the World Cup was over. As soon as we landed in St Vincent to begin our World Cup preparations I phoned my wife, Marina. I asked that, when she came out to Antigua later in the tournament, she bring my contract so that I could check the exact wording.




I told no one else then, though, and, as I suppose is the case with many people faced with my sort of situation, vacillated constantly between resignation and carrying on over the next couple of weeks.




The final straw then came with the manner in which the ECB handled an incident concerning Darren Gough. Gough had criticized me at a function in London and it had found its way into the papers. Gough denied doing so and said his words had been taken out of context, but, from the information I received, they had not.




I was heartened when John Carr, the ECB’s director of England cricket, told me that action was being taken. So it should have been. But to my dismay the next I heard of it was when we were in Antigua. While there I received an ECB internal circular e-mail, detailing an imminent press release with the final words being something like ‘Let’s support Darren Gough in his support of the England cricket team.’ That is OK then. Let us all feel sorry for Darren Gough, and let us forget about the feelings of the England coach.




I asked Carr, who was in Antigua, for a meeting and queried the e-mail. ‘Is this the way the ECB are handling this?’ I said to him in reference to its ending. He had some sympathy for me, but that was not enough. I left him and went to my room. I sat down at my laptop and wrote my letter of resignation. It was 7 April 2007, and I indicated that I intended my twelve-month period of notice to begin on 1 May.




Before printing it, though, I thought it might be best if I spoke to Carr again to clarify a few things, notably to ensure the wording of the letter was correct. But we were playing Australia the following day so it was two days after that, the day before we played Bangladesh, that I eventually spoke to Carr and told him of my intention. He told me to wait, saying he wanted to speak to Morgan and Collier.




In return I told him I was happy to do whatever the board wanted in terms of the notice period. For I had always been fair with them in contractual negotiations. For instance when they first offered me the job in 1999, I asked for a two-year deal rather than the three years on the table.




I said that I would not mind carrying on until the end of the summer of 2007. For, at the back of my mind, I had one last ambition: to beat India in a Test series. They were the only country I did not do that against as coach. I doubt if too many people realize that.




Morgan arrived in Barbados for the Super Eights and we sat down to lay out the terms of my departure. Having accepted my resignation, he told me the West Indies game was to be my last. I was happy with the terms and he said he would make an announcement after the game against South Africa, the penultimate match of the Super Eights.




Much was made of the fact that I did not speak to the media the day after the subsequently heavy loss to South Africa–the only time in my tenure they were denied, when we had done badly, what they always called a ‘Duncan Day’–but that was my instruction from the ECB. They told me to relax and go off and play golf. Given my relationship with the media I was hardly going to argue.




After golf I spoke to Vaughan and told him I was resigning. In fact, we went to the pub and had a few drinks–a few too many–reminiscing about the good times.




For there had been many good times. I thoroughly enjoyed being England coach. I became and felt very English during that time–still do, if I am honest. Or is that Welsh? After my two seasons at Glamorgan I became rather attached to the other side of the Severn Bridge. I never bought a house in Cardiff as some thought, but did rent a place there every summer. And every time Marina and I came near that bridge on the M4 we would joke ‘nearly home now’. Sometimes I wish I had bought a house there, but it would not be much use now, would it?




But the England job was also damn hard work, extremely stressful stuff at times. I know that I may have often come across to the media as dour, inscrutable, miserable and all those other adjectives they so liked to attach to me, but those were more often than not characteristics brought on by the people I was dealing with.




The key for me was that my dressing rooms were always happy places, whether playing, captaining or coaching. And that’s not just me saying that, that comment has always been passed by those involved in teams from Old Hararians back in Zimbabwe right the way through to the England team.




I first began thinking about this book in 2004. I always recognized the volatility of coaching England and was worried then that a poor tour of South Africa that winter and then something similar at home to Australia in 2005 might prove terminal. Thankfully that did not prove to be the case then, but it has now. But at least all the notes and updating since then have at last proved useful.




In the pages that follow I would like you to find out what it is really like to coach England. I also want you to know what I am really like; about my background, my family, my philosophies, my friends, my gripes, my mistakes, my capers and much, much more. People who know me recognize that I am a very different person from the public perception. I would like you to find out more about that very different person. In a nutshell, as the title says, I would like you to discover what really lies behind those shades.




 




Duncan Fletcher
 Cape Town, July 2007
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Born in Rhodesia











You may have noticed that whenever I was interviewed as England coach there were a number of phrases which I used rather frequently. ‘Coming to the party’ was probably the first one picked up on–my way of describing how a player should contribute sufficiently to the team effort–and there were to be many more.




One phrase I use quite frequently is ‘one hell of a…’. That is generally for more private conversations but if I attach that to a noun, it is my way of saying that it is so special that I struggle to describe it. So if I say that I had ‘one hell of an’ upbringing, then you might begin to understand what I mean.




I grew up on Carswell Farm, which is near the town of Nyabira, some thirty kilometres north out of Harare on the road to Lake Kariba. So, unsurprisingly, it was a typically African upbringing: outdoors and active, at times tough–sometimes even extremely hard work–but certainly not closeted or restricted, and importantly it issued me with responsibility and authority at a young age, as well as immediately settling me into a team environment. That was inevitable because I was one of six children, five boys and a girl; all coincidentally with Christian names ending in n–John, Colin, Duncan, Gordon, Allan and Ann, born in that order–and all mad keen on sport. Ann had little choice but to be brought up as a tomboy, joining in all the sports we played, even the impromptu rugby matches on the lawn with the African labourers’ sons, where she would act as scrum half. But, to the great pleasure of the rest of us, she became a brilliant sportswoman in her own right, playing hockey for South Africa and then captaining the Zimbabwe women’s team to gold in the 1980 Moscow Olympics.




There was little doubt, though, that it was Colin, the second eldest, who possessed the most sporting talent. I genuinely believe that he is one of the most talented sportsmen I have ever known. A big statement when you consider some of the top sportsmen I have had the pleasure to encounter since, but I stand by it. He was almost too talented, the ease with which he performed at every sport meaning that he found it mentally difficult to fulfil his potential in any one of them.




But he is one of only two pupils ever to have achieved full colours in four sports at Prince Edward School, Salisbury (or Harare as it is now), which all the Fletcher brothers attended; Ann going to Prince Edward’s sister school, the Girls’ High School, where our mother, Mary, had once been head girl. Colin’s colours came in cricket, hockey, rugby and squash, and he played for Rhodesia Schools at cricket and hockey, and later went on to play cricket for Transvaal B, as well as being Rhodesian Schools squash champion and captain of the Knights squash team to tour the UK–in essence the South African team, but it could not be termed so because of the political situation at the time. He now lives in Switzerland, whose national team he has represented at squash.




When you consider that eldest brother John attained colours in rugby and cricket, as did Gordon (who was also a South African Universities baseball pitcher, as well as playing in the front row for the Border U20s rugby side), and that Allan earnt his in hockey (as captain) and cricket (representing Rhodesia Schools and subsequently Rhodesia at both, becoming the only other brother apart from myself to play first class cricket), then you can understand that we were a fairly sport-oriented family.




And the reason why I have listed these achievements of my siblings, as well as, of course, being extremely proud of them all, is to underline the rather obvious fact that I was the weakest in terms of overall sporting ability. All the others were more proficient in a greater number of sports than me. But in a way that might have been to my advantage, because it meant I could have the greater focus to make myself mentally stronger in my one sport.




To use that phrase again, my father, Desmond, naturally played one hell of a role in my early life. He was a pillar of authority, decency and common sense. But the character trait I admired in him most was that which allowed him, despite the remarkable sporting success of all of his children at school, never to be seen as pushy; never the type of father to be accepting the plaudits from other parents at the many sporting events in which his children were always involved. He was quiet, and would sit in his car away from everyone else, observing proceedings with a calm and analytical detachment. Sound familiar to anyone who has seen me watching a cricket match?




I remember one school cricket match when I was captain against our rivals St George’s College, Salisbury. Now they had a Reverend Nixon in charge of cricket, a man of the cloth maybe, but when it came to cricket umpiring a man prone to the odd dubious decision. So at teatime he made a complaint to our master-in-charge. Ridiculously he accused my father of sending messages to me from his car.




In reality the lights of the car were indeed flashing, but in no way was it intentional. We had an old Peugeot 404, where the light switch was low down near your leg, and as my father occasionally moved around in the car, he was inadvertently flashing the lights. The Reverend Nixon was interpreting this as some sort of signal to his son, who was busy captaining on the field.




That accusation was made all the more laughable by the fact that my father was never overflowing with sporting advice. He believed in letting us all develop independently. That made us think about our games and so become more streetwise as a result. In contrast to my father’s measured objectivity, though, was the frenzied involvement of my mother, who was constantly at the hub of every occasion, making teas and helping out at every opportunity; a truly remarkable woman with unceasing energy, for whom life can never have been totally easy at the time when all her children were away at boarding school.




To my delight my father managed the Nyabira Country Club, which was about two miles from our farmhouse, and he would captain the side that played winter districts cricket there, as well as involving himself and the rest of the family in all the attendant social activities. Some years later the club moved to new premises–only a few kilometres–and I, aged twelve, proudly opened the batting in the inaugural match there.




Interestingly my opening partner was a man named ‘Boss’ Lilford, a well-known local farmer, who in 1962 helped Ian Smith form the Rhodesian Front movement, which oversaw white rule in Rhodesia until 1979. My father was invited to the preparatory meetings of that party, but preferred to stay loyal to the United Federal Party, which believed that Britain should continue its involvement in the governance of Rhodesia. Our family was much more liberal than many other white families in the area, eventually leading to our ostracism, forcing my father to sell up and move into town (as the city of Salisbury/Harare is always referred to by the locals).




My father passed away in 1979, which sadly meant that he missed my best cricket-playing days (which came after Independence in 1980) and obviously all of my coaching career. But probably most tragic of all was that he missed Ann’s Olympic gold, which came only months after his death. How proud he would have been of that.




My brother John, who as the eldest son took over the paternal role, recently said to me that our father would also have taken great pleasure from my coaching England, maybe more so than if I had coached South Africa; this despite us all considering ourselves South African. My father was born in Salisbury but always had an affinity with Britain, not to mention a good deal of ancestry, his father coming from Devizes in Wiltshire and his mother from Tewkesbury in Gloucestershire. Although my mother, a fine tennis player incidentally, was born in Kimberley in South Africa, she hails from the Auld family of Glasgow, Scotland.




Ours was primarily a tobacco farm of modest return, but with plenty of cattle too; not particularly unsuccessful, not particularly successful either. So when we were not at school all the children were expected not just merely to help our parents, but to assume some degree of responsibility too. Often when the time came for reaping tobacco, we might either be in charge of five labourers working on a particular piece of land or in charge of the tractor driving the reaped tobacco back to the farm; not bad for teenagers, who had to grow up pretty quickly.




Saturday mornings would also often mean being placed in charge of our own herd of cattle for dipping. On a Friday evening one of us would be allocated a paddock from which to fetch the cattle. We would round them up, counting them carefully, and then on horseback guide them down to the dip. You had to ensure the cattle did not run because, if they did so in the heat, they would be thirsty and might want to lick the dip. That could poison them. In truth on your own it was difficult to stop one or two running, so usually you would have to take them to the dam nearby for a drink before putting them in a resting pen. Once dipped you had to guide them all back to the paddock. In all it was probably six or seven hours’ hard graft.




And during the wet season when there was a rare dry spell it could often mean a twenty-four-hour session of harrowing the maize. The tractor would have to be driven through the night and my father would set up a roster of two-hour stints, always ensuring that he did the worst one from midnight to 2 a.m.




There might have been responsibility, but there was much freedom too, and naturally that led to us all getting into some scrapes. Yes, even me; a once mischievous, fun-loving child who grew up into what most of the world’s cricketing media perceived as the most stern, deadpan coach it had ever encountered.




It might surprise you, but it is wholly true that I was once responsible for burning down almost a third of the farmlands when a prank of mine went badly wrong. It happened when I was trying to play a practical joke on Michael, one of the sons of one of the African labourers, and my brother Allan, who were riding their horses in front of me.




I spent a lot of time horse-riding and became especially friendly with Michael, who was given responsibility for looking after all the horses on the farm. But on this occasion I tried to be too smart in seeing if I could give them a fright by setting off a flash bomb behind them and waiting for their reaction. Unfortunately it just succeeded in creating a blaze which very quickly got out of control. For three or four hours we battled to put it out, and to say that my father, whom we had quickly summoned along with all the farm-labourers, was a little unhappy is an understatement.




My inquisitive nature could court danger in other ways too, as I discovered once when I was attacked by a cobra. It began because, while out riding, I had noticed that a huge number of weavers’ nests had been destroyed by a very large monitor lizard. I did not like this, as I did not want it ruining all the birdlife. So I thought the best thing would be to go back to the farm house, collect the shotgun and try to kill it. My brother Colin asked me what I was doing, and, when I told him, he suggested we jump into the Land Rover (we all learnt to drive from about the age of eight) and take the dog. Shooting was also something we learnt early, often walking around with a .22 rifle. Arriving at the area where the nests had been destroyed, we abandoned the Land Rover and decided to walk along the bank of the small river, hoping to disturb the lizard.




I was in front with the shotgun, Colin behind with the dog, when suddenly I heard something rustling to the left. I thought that it was the lizard. I looked and was aghast to see a cobra. It was about two metres long. Luckily it had got a fright–like many animals, most snakes are only dangerous when cornered–so it quickly slithered away up an ant hill made of sand. Immediately I shouted to Colin to get the dog because I was scared it would attack the snake. He managed to grab the dog and scamper across the river to get away.




But in the short time that took to happen, the snake came sliding back down the sand towards me and set off again. As it set off I tried to shoot it. My first shot missed and my second just clipped it. This was when it realized it was in danger and turned and stood up on itself. It started coming at me from about three metres away.




My only thought then was: ‘Hold on, I’ve got to get the hell out of here!’ I realized I did not have any ammunition left and because of the U shape of the river, with the angry snake in the middle, the only way out was to jump across it without damaging the gun. Thank goodness it was only a small river so that I could get to the other side to Colin, who had all the spare ammunition.




We immediately killed the cobra. Talk about relief. Those wondering why so many Rhodesians/Zimbabweans, especially the farmers, appeared to make such good cricket fielders over the years need look no further for one possible explanation. You will do well to acquire such natural agility, alertness and awareness through an urban upbringing.






I had another, much weirder, experience with a cobra. It occurred one day when an African approached me in a state of some panic, complaining that there was a snake in his hut. The Africans are very superstitious about snakes and he wanted me to kill it in order to exorcize all the bad spirits from his house.




But for that to happen, it had to be killed inside. And that was where the problem lay, because the hut was merely a mud rondavel, which the Africans build for themselves. One shot and a lot of damage could be done. Indeed, one shot and you could be looking at an African family not having any shelter from the elements.




So with shotgun in hand I decided to look through the doorway of the hut. Because these huts do not have any windows there is no light inside except the tiny bit afforded by the doorway. Even that was being blocked now, so I had to get down on my knees to have a look. I had no idea how big this snake was. The Africans would try to describe them in comparison with the size of their arms and legs. Up to their wrist was maybe a cobra or mamba; when they started comparing it to their calf then you knew it was a python. The African was indicating his wrist in this instance, which meant this snake was pretty dangerous.




On the far side of the hut I could see under a table the silvery shadow of a snake. It seemed motionless, though. Having spotted it I turned to the African. ‘I’ve seen it but there are some pots and things around the table that I could damage. I might blow out the back of your hut,’ I said. He was more than happy. ‘You just shoot that thing,’ he said. ‘Are you positive?’ I asked. ‘Yes,’ he said.




But unbeknown to me the snake had been moving around the edge of the hut. I now turned back and looked to see where it was. It had disappeared. I was moving myself so that I could have a look when suddenly over the step, no more than half a metre away, the cobra’s head appeared. It was looking at me eye to eye.




Thank goodness it got a fright, just like me, and, as I jumped back, it slithered back into the hut. Now as it made its way under the table again I could see it clearly. So it was then that I let go with the shotgun. Part of the hut and all the cooking utensils were destroyed. That saddened me. But not my African friend; he was smiling from ear to ear. Forget about the lack of accommodation, there were to be no evil spirits for him.




There were many other brushes in the wild, and when I look back, some of our escapades–like riding the horses at full gallop and then leaping off into a haystack–were downright reckless and foolhardy, certainly not of the sort in which I would ever knowingly let my children indulge. There were so many adventures, involving snakes, serval cats and other wild animals, that I could probably write another book on its own about them. Often many years later some of the England players would be seated in a bar somewhere and say: ‘Come on, Fletch, tell us about your Zim days.’ And then these sorts of tales would come out. To me they were nothing extraordinary, but I soon came to realize that others found them fascinating, so different from anything they had experienced.




However, there was a downside to this life. I had to attend boarding school. The drive into Salisbury, mainly along a tarred strip of road, was too demanding and time-consuming to be made every day, so at the age of seven I was packed off to Blakiston Junior School. Because there were no boarding facilities there, all the Fletcher children stayed in the Braemar Hostel, which was a privately operated concern in town, run by a matron, specifically for children aged between six and fifteen from the farming community. Every morning we would cycle the mile and a half to the school, back to the hostel at lunchtime and then back to school for sport in the afternoon. Relief came in the form of a return to the farm at weekends.




Of course, the sport was thoroughly enjoyable and an early memory is of being made captain of the junior school cricket team, mainly because it began a succession of appointments throughout my life which took me utterly by surprise. I never expected to be captain then, nor later of Rhodesian Schools, because there were players like Rob Berry and Jack Heron whom I thought way ahead of me in the pecking order.




Even when I eventually became captain of Rhodesia, that was also a shock. I remember being called to a selection meeting at Salisbury Sports Club and thinking: ‘Jeez, my place could be in doubt here.’ When the selectors asked me to become captain, I can clearly recall my response: ‘You’ve got to be joking!’ I was so stunned that I told them that I needed some time to consider it before accepting.




It would be easy to dismiss this as false modesty, but I genuinely believe that it is just an indication that captaincy was never something I coveted. Others seemed preoccupied with becoming leaders while I just went quietly about my business. In a way I suppose it was another confirmation of that old, clichéd saying: ‘If you look after the pennies, the pounds will look after themselves.’ That was all I was doing. Later I used that cliché often with the England team, telling them that if they looked after the controllables the result would look after itself.




However, it is not as if that early elevation at junior school suddenly alerted me to the prospect of a career in cricket. As we did not have access to television I did not even know that a Rhodesian senior cricket team existed. Nowadays all the youngsters in England at that age can switch on their televisions and see the likes of ‘Freddie’ Flintoff smashing the ball to all parts and think: ‘I want to be like him one day.’ My mates and I had none of that; we were just having fun.




From Blakiston I was lucky enough to progress to Prince Edward School, as fine a senior educational establishment as I could have entered. It is a special school, which has produced some special people–golfers Mark McNulty and Nick Price, cricketers Graeme Hick, David Houghton and Trevor Penney to name but a few sportsmen. When people refer to its alumni as possessing ‘blue blood’ that is no jocular bowing to perceived nobility. The bond between its old boys is solid, lasting and respected. Just to illustrate, in 2004 I visited a heart specialist in Cape Town for a check-up. His name was Tommy Maybairn, one of the best in his field in South Africa and formerly of Prince Edward. When I got on the treadmill to be tested, I enjoyed what he said to the nurse: ‘Don’t worry about him. He’s blue blood–strong as concrete–you can top up the speed as much as you want.’




From the outside such talk might seem piffling but loyalty is at the crux of the Prince Edward ethos, and thus ingrained it has stayed with me for the rest of my life. It was one standard I demanded from every cricketer I either captained or coached. First it was to your house (boarding hostel) and then to the school. I have experienced few greater thrills than being able to pull on the emerald green socks of Selous House to play house sport. That always meant so much, as did all the house sporting competitions which were always fanatically contested.




It is all the way back to here that you can trace the roots of my uneasy relationship with the media. It was all about loyalty. Once someone had been disloyal to me I could never show them respect or warmth. Rightly or wrongly that was my biggest problem with the media. I saw it as disloyalty; they just saw it as doing their job.




I will not pretend that it was all smooth running for me at Prince Edward either. For when I arrived at the school my life was made anything but easy. My brother Colin was so talented that there were a lot of people who were jealous and subsequently took it out on me, even though I was the third brother and they did not know my personality or character.




But in a way that was a good experience for me and for my future career in cricket, because it taught me how to handle people in difficult circumstances. That has definitely stood me in good stead ever since, especially as I was at boarding school and obviously could not rush home to my parents with any problems. Also there was no way that you could be seen to be running to your brother for help. I had to fight my own battles.




The other pupils thought Colin arrogant. He was definitely not so, but he was so gifted he would have had every right to have been. It is interesting that, very often in talented individuals, shyness can be mistaken for arrogance, and that was the case here. Likewise I think that much of my so-called grumpiness can be attributed to shyness. Also there is a genetic trait to be considered. All of my family are alike in that our jowls are so low it makes us look as if we are scowling when, in fact, a slight elevation of them will bring about a smile. And we do smile. Even me.




Things were going well for me at school as I was made captain of the U13 and then U14 cricket teams, again unexpectedly on both occasions especially as I was then so small for my age, until I was curiously overlooked for the leadership of the U15 team. Ian Tinker, the master in charge, had this new idea of allowing the players to choose their own leader. They had clearly had enough of listening to me. A chap called Peter Whaley was picked instead. It was the only time during my whole cricketing career that I was dropped from a position or team.




There might have been a perception that I was not suited to it. I was a little bit mischievous and wayward at times, but certainly no delinquent and certainly nothing like my brother Gordon, who was definitely the naughtiest of the Fletchers. He later went on to Rhodes University in South Africa and apparently tales of his revelry still live on there.




He was also very accident-prone. There was one occasion when we were playing touch rugby on the farm and I bumped into him rather forcibly. He stuck his hand out to stop himself against a wall of the house. Unfortunately that wall turned out to be a window and he cut his wrist severely as his hand went through the windowpane. Luckily my mother, a qualified sister trained at Edinburgh Royal Infirmary before the war, was quickly on the scene, tying a towel around his wrist as a tourniquet before rushing him to hospital thirty kilometres away in Salisbury. Having been stitched up everything seemed fine, until a month later when it was discovered that he had no feeling in his thumb and his first two fingers. An operation to repair a nerve followed, which was not entirely successful because to this day he does not have full movement in his right index finger. That meant more time off sporting activity, not something he could endure easily.




So one day back at boarding school a group of us were playing touch rugby with Gordon watching from the sidelines. Of course, he could not resist the temptation for long and soon became a one-handed winger as we played across the width of the rugby field with the 25-yard line and the try line as our touchlines. What happened next almost defies belief. He took a pass in his (good) left hand and, in his enthusiasm to do so, he had forgotten about the goalposts on his right, which in those days were made of wood, with an iron framework holding the crossbar. Smashing into the posts he went, cutting his forehead and suffering a black eye.




But there was more. He did so with such force that he dislodged the crossbar, which came crashing into the back of his head, splitting that too! Can you imagine us explaining that to our mother when she visited us a few days later? It was pretty difficult to hide the bandages–they were covering stitches to the back and front of his head.




Sometimes you need a tiny bit of luck to move upwards and so my first opportunity to play for the Prince Edward first team at cricket came as a result of a chap called Johnny Spence being called away to represent Rhodesia’s hockey team at the 1964 Tokyo Olympics–some achievement for a schoolboy. But I took my unexpected chance and never lost my place after that. I was primarily a left-handed opening batsman in those days but was soon to stumble upon bowling by accident.




The Rhodesian Schools trials were being held in Umtali (now called Mutare) and I was part of a composite side comprising those who were not selected by their provinces (in my case Mashonaland). On the second day our opening bowler was promoted to the Mashonaland team because of an injury to their opening bowler. We had no one left to fill that position. ‘I’ll open the bowling,’ I said with much enthusiasm, but little conviction. ‘OK,’ said the captain. I had not expected him to say that. I turned to a mate of mine and said: ‘What run-up do I take?’ I just did not have a clue. ‘Ten paces,’ he said. And that was it; my run-up for the rest of my bowling career. We played the Midlands province and remarkably I took 6–19 bowling away swingers. The next day I took five wickets too. I bowled so well that I almost made the Rhodesian Schools side to play in the famous Nuffield Schools week in South Africa. Not quite though, and sadly I never did play in the Nuffield week, in which Rhodesia then competed against all the South African provinces. When I was eventually selected (as captain), I contracted a nasty dose of the mumps, which developed into orchitis. If I had made it that would have meant a Fletcher being captain for two years running because Colin had had that honour the year before.




However, I did eventually become captain of cricket at Prince Edward. Another complete shock, after those years of only being classed as good enough to be an underling. I was never a school prefect, not even a house prefect or house sub-prefect, so to be chosen as captain of cricket was very rare, probably unique. Those in such a position usually became head boy or at least deputy head boy. I have always wondered why I was suddenly elevated. The previous cricket coach, Ian Lamont, had advised new coach, Nick Erskine, not to select me as captain, but thankfully Erskine went against that.






Out of the blue I saw Lamont in 2001 when I toured Zimbabwe with the England team. We were playing at Alexandra Sports Club in Harare and I was sitting in the viewing area tent when Lamont approached. I still wonder why he came to see me after all that time. Was it guilt? I do not know. I did not speak about school, just exchanged pleasantries and that was that.




Ironically a year later I bumped into Erskine, at Brisbane for the first 2002/3 Ashes Test, a far more convivial meeting with a man for whom I have always had the utmost respect. I said to him: ‘Nick, there is something I have been wanting to ask you all these years: why did you make me captain?’ He just burst out laughing. ‘You know, Duncan, it’s been something that has been on my mind all these years too,’ he said. ‘I don’t know why I did it. I just did. You know, I went against the advice of at least five other teachers. They all said: “Don’t make that Fletcher captain whatever you do.” When you were selected as Rhodesia’s Nuffield Schools captain, that was one of my proudest moments because I could go back to them and say: “I think I was right”.’ It might be overstating the importance of that decision to say that it was life-changing, but you never know what might have happened to me if Nick Erskine had not followed his gut feeling.




I should point out that I also did some academic work at Prince Edward, obtaining my matric passes in four subjects, English, History, Biology and Maths (with a distinction no less), but naturally sport took centre stage for the most part. As further evidence of this, Prince Edward was where my love of rugby union began. To me it is the ultimate game. I especially like the physical aspect of it, but where I feel that it is unique is the way one can watch the build-up to a try. In most other sports the crucial moments usually take you by surprise, for instance in cricket you suddenly say, ‘Oh, he’s out,’ or in soccer, ‘Oh, it’s a goal,’ but in rugby you can see the try being constructed and urge your side to the line. This may sound rather strange but I actually prefer watching rugby to cricket. But, having said that, I reckon that there is no greater thrill in sport than being in control when you are batting in cricket. If things are going well, you are basically saying to the fielders: ‘Now, my slaves, go and fetch that ball for me to hit again.’ That is some feeling.




Not that I was much good at rugby. In my dreams I delude myself that a glorious career was curtailed by injury. It was ended by injury, yes, but it was hardly going to be glorious. I was, in fact, advised to give up because of three nasty concussions I received. The first was playing soccer as an eleven-year-old (we played only soccer at junior school, because rugby was considered too physical at that age), the second while riding on the farm with my brothers.




The latter was the most scary because of the serious memory loss I incurred. All I can remember is going for a ride with a couple of my brothers one Sunday morning and shutting the gate after going through it last. The next thing I knew it was two o’clock in the afternoon and I was waking up in bed with my mother standing over me.




My brothers later filled me in as to what happened. Apparently, as we galloped off, my horse had slipped on the wet road in the tobacco lands and rolled over me, leaving me hanging upside down with one foot in the stirrup. Thank God the horse did not run off or otherwise I might not be here today. But the others had asked me if I was OK and I had said yes. So off we’d gone riding for a couple of hours. It was only when we got back home that my mother, having been told about the accident by my brothers, checked me out and realized something was wrong; her valuable nursing experience coming to the fore again.




The third concussion came while playing house hockey when a clumsy opponent, a rugby player, hit me on the back of the head as I tripped in front of him–equally clumsily I suppose. ‘Get up you wet,’ the teacher screamed at me and made me play on. This happened on a Friday afternoon, and that evening my mother, as always, was coming to the school to visit her sons. But when she arrived I was nowhere to be seen. My brothers eventually found me lying in bed and managed to coax me down the stairs (parents were not allowed in the dormitory). She took one look at me and, having been told what had happened, took me to hospital, where I stayed for two nights. X-rays revealed that I had two fractures in my skull. Even though I’d sustained the injury playing hockey, I was advised never to play rugby again.




We do not always do as we are told though, do we? I did play rugby again. In a house match, which to this day is one of the best sporting matches in which I have ever been involved. My brother Colin was captain of the Selous House rugby team, which was full of very good players, their only problem being that they did not have a scrum-half for the final against Rhodes House. Now, I had been a fly-half in my early days but had moved inside to scrum-half before my enforced ‘retirement’. ‘I’ll play. Mum will never find out because it is a house match,’ I told him. He reluctantly agreed.




Rhodes house was captained by Brian Murphy, who went on to become one of Rhodesia’s finest number eights, coached Zimbabwe at the 1991 Rugby World Cup, and whose son, also called Brian, captained the Zimbabwe cricket team as a leg-spinner in 2001. It was one of those games where the sides just could not be split. We played extra time, which did not produce a winner. So it was decided to play to sudden death. Sure enough, after about three minutes we had a scrum near their line and Colin, who was at fly-half, called for the ball. I would like to think that it was a great pass, but whatever it was, it did its job, and Colin dropped the goal to win the game. I can still see it as if it were yesterday. I loved that day.




 




Talking of love, it is high time I mentioned a young lady called Marina Nicholas. That we met in the first place was down to a chap called Brian Bagnall, with whom I had become friendly in my final year at Prince Edward. That year I became a day scholar because of the family’s politically enforced move into town and Brian, with whom I played in the hockey first team, introduced me to horse-racing.




Every Saturday afternoon after our morning hockey match we would go to the Borrowdale races in Salisbury where we would also meet up with three brothers–Robert, Bruce and Howard–whose surname was Nicholas. Their father, Alex, a very successful businessman in the stationery trade, then became a professional racehorse trainer, but more importantly they had a sister called Marina. Ironically, at first, she was being taken out by Brian, but that relationship soon broke up. I wanted to ask her out but felt uncomfortable about doing so, because of my close friendship with Brian. Eventually it took the prompting of her brother Bruce to persuade me to do so and I plucked up the courage to ask her to the movies. That was in 1967 and by 14 August 1971 we were married.




I am not very good at expressing my emotions in such matters, but I know that I am a very fortunate man to have found such a loving, considerate and understanding lady. I hope that the very fact that this book is dedicated to her illustrates my debt to her. She has never once stood in the way of my cricket, and at times that must have been very difficult for her. From the time we met until Independence in 1980 I did not spend one Christmas at home as the Rhodesian team was always in South Africa playing in the Currie Cup around the festive period. Wives were not allowed on tour in those days, because that time was used for bonding, but nowadays cricketers, especially the international ones, play so much cricket that it is imperative that wives and families are allowed on tour.




As an amateur cricketer in Rhodesia I would work until 5 p.m. and then be off to practise until darkness set in, at the latest at 7 p.m. All day Sunday would invariably be spent playing club cricket if there was no first class game on. So for much of the time Marina was left to bring up our two children on her own. Michael was born in 1975 and Nicola in 1978. And I have to say that she did a magnificent job. Both of them are now married; Michael, with our first grandson Jason, lives back in South Africa with his wife Cindy after spending time in London, working in the finance department at Surrey County Cricket Club, while Nicola, with husband Jared, is in Cape Town.




Both children excelled at sport at school. Nicola represented Western Province Schools at synchronized swimming at the national championships, where she won the solo routine as well as joining forces with others in her team to take the figures routine. Michael was a good enough cricketer to captain Jacques Kallis for a few seasons at Wynberg Boys’ High School, and also skippered the hockey first team. He also captained Western Province Schools B team at hockey before going to the University of Cape Town, where he obtained a Business, Science and Finance degree. Nicola has recently set up her own business in graphic design.




Marina’s family’s interest in racehorses meant that I came to breed and own some for a while. This very nearly landed me in trouble in the early days of my first class cricketing career, when my youthful mischievousness was still being drummed out of me. I was playing in a first class match against Western Province at the old Police ground in Salisbury, where we were batting and I, as opener, was the only man out. I had had a bet on one of my horses and it was running at 2.15 p.m. at Borrowdale, no great distance from the ground. So, in a rascally moment, I thought it would be a good idea to sneak away on my motorbike, which I was using to get around at the time, and watch the race. My only concession to common sense was that I took a radio with me so that I could keep up to date with the cricket in case something calamitous occurred. I must have looked a sight sitting, peering through my binoculars and with my cricket whites on, atop one of the buses which was conveniently parked next to the track and had been used to transport racegoers.




I saw my race–I cannot even recall whether my horse won–but then got a little too comfortable and decided to watch a second race. Sod’s Law now intervened and my radio announced that four wickets had suddenly fallen. I panicked and quickly got on my bike for a speedy return. As I screeched down the road, though, suddenly my back wheel seized. The chain had broken and locked in the wheel. I was fortunate not to have had a serious accident.




More important to me at the time though was how on earth I was going to get back to the match. By the largest stroke of sheer luck, who should pull up in the car behind but Marina? She was on her way to the cricket, and incredulous as to what she was seeing. ‘What on earth are you doing here?’ she said in surprise. We left the bike and managed to make it back with the team seven wickets down. Thankfully, no one had even noticed my absence.




 




I was unsure what to do when I left school. I had wanted to be a veterinary surgeon at one stage, but in order to do that I would have been required to learn Afrikaans and the only university which allowed you to study that was at Onderstepoort in Pretoria. Another possibility was training to become a fighter pilot but, in the end, I took a job in the government valuation department. Not for long though, as in 1968 I was called up into the Rhodesian Air Force. And there I did my nine-month training stint, alternating between Salisbury and Kariba. Mostly it was pretty boring stuff, mundane security work, so there are to be no heroic war stories from me. But I did experience a couple of nerve-jangling incidents during this time, which gave me enough of a reminder that there were rebels at work, vigorously opposing Ian Smith’s Unilateral Declaration of Independence in 1965, which had led to comprehensive United Nations sanctions and Rhodesia being deemed an illegal regime by the rest of the world.




The first came one day when we were ordered to escort a convoy of army vehicles carrying supplies and ammunition from the capital out to a nearby airfield. I was in the hindmost vehicle, but as we drove at dusk the first vehicle hit a landmine and all hell broke loose. It was the first time I had ever experienced fear, real fear that is. You can feel your heart pumping so much that you almost seem bruised afterwards, and every shadow in the darkness assumes life.




I felt exactly the same on the second occasion when we were in Kariba and some flares went up. We thought that we were under attack. I jumped into a trench with just my running shorts on and readied myself. Allied to the fear element was a strange emotion of wanting to see how brave I was, almost willing for some combat. It did not come, though, and I can honestly say that I never fired a shot in anger.




In fact, some of my time at Kariba was spent on the lake learning to waterski, but the primary duty was to guard military aircraft. This guard duty entailed a rota of two hours on, four hours off for forty-eight hours, and then twelve hours off. And then back to two hours on, four hours off again. The most dreaded shift was from eight till ten at night because then you were back on duty at two in the morning. Only on the very odd occasion when a pride of lions passed close to the camp would things liven up.




The extent of our boredom through this monotonous roster is probably best illustrated by our daft attempts to create some entertainment. One way of doing this was to encourage elephants, of which there were many outside our camp, to charge. We would sneak outside the confines of our base and entice the elephants to charge us so that we could take photos–with our old box cameras–before running back inside. The skill was to take the photo just as the elephant began its charge. There were some close escapes, however, because the animals seemed further away than they actually were through the camera lens. It was all a bit silly, yes, and at the time we did not know the difference between a mock charge (trunk down) and a real one, but we were nineteen-year-olds being asked to live a mind-numbingly dull existence.




Probably most unnerving was an incident which occurred years later when I had long been out of the Air Force full time and was back living in Salisbury. One night in 1979 I was awoken by an enormous explosion, a bang which made the house rattle, followed by two rapid, and very near, bursts of machine-gun fire. In these circumstances we had always been told to move the family into the shower area, so I took Marina and the two children there and grabbed my Uzi submachine gun to go outside to see what was going on. Luckily for me I did this immediately because if I had waited then I might have been in trouble. I later ascertained why.




Basically there were two rebels in the area, but they were not particularly sophisticated or sharp operators. They were looking for the residence of Bishop Muzorewa, the leader of a political party which that year formed a coalition government with Ian Smith’s Rhodesian Front, but in their ignorance asked its location from a couple of lurking street kids, who were no doubt drunk. These youngsters wrongly pointed out the Greek Archbishop’s residence, a house not much more than 500 metres from our own in the Borrowdale area near the racecourse.




So that was the house they attacked, firing an RPG (a rocket-propelled grenade, which was normally used to take out large military vehicles) at the front door, but missing and hitting the roof instead. And then they fired shots at the Archbishop when he appeared to investigate. He was lucky to survive. His attackers fled to hide behind the entrance wall of another house around the corner, only four houses down from ours, hoping that they could then ambush the security forces when they arrived on the scene. Quite funnily, though, the owner of that house then came out in his pyjama shorts to have a look, just as I had done. That disturbed the rebels, who then fired some shots at him (miraculously he survived too) before running down the road past my house, thankfully after I’d gone back inside. The rebels were eventually cornered, and after a shoot-out were killed by the security forces in the stables down at the racecourse.




 




I was glad to get out of the Air Force and begin working again for a living. Computers had always fascinated me, even though there was a dearth of them in our country because of the international sanctions. So when a friend, Clive Kluckow, offered me the chance of a job working with them, I jumped at it. I still had to do a four-week Air Force camp stint each year, as did everyone, but this was much more enjoyable.




I have always had an inventive mind, rarely accepting the norm and always seeking means of improvement, whichever field I have been in. So quite a lot has been made of the fact that I helped develop the Rhodesian/Zimbabwean number-plate system which still exists today. But personally I am more proud of a document I designed when I later joined CIMAS, the medical aid society. I could not understand why they needed to send out two documents to claimants, one a statement containing the financial details and the other with the cheque for that amount. ‘Why not have one page with the statement at the top and the cheque section at the bottom which can be torn off by having a perforated line?’ I suggested. It sounds incredibly simple now, but it had not been seen before and I was told that only sanctions prevented it from winning a new form design competition in America.




At least because I was called up to the Air Force in April 1968 I did not miss too much of the cricket season, coming out in December to resume playing club cricket for Old Hararians, my club side, known simply as Old Boys, of Prince Edward that is, of course. The club cricket in those days was competitive and of a good standard, with all the Rhodesian players available to play in most of the fixtures; there were only eight first class fixtures a season, four home and four away.




And we were the stand-out side, being league and knockout champions on numerous occasions. It was a hugely enjoyable time, playing for Rhodesia with some very good cricketers and one great one in all-rounder Mike Procter, who spent most of the 1970s with us. His influence upon me was profound, as I especially marvelled at the way he always led courageously from the front.




I was named one of the five South African Cricket Annual cricketers of the year in 1975 when I took 33 wickets for just 18, including one spell I particularly remember against Eastern Province in Bulawayo. I had opened the bowling and gone wicketless for 18 runs in 6 overs, but returned for a second spell and took 6–13 in 7 overs, including four South African Test batsmen (one of whom was the great Graeme Pollock). I also took 5–61 in the second innings for my career-best match analysis.




But I did not really play my best cricket until after Independence in 1980. Playing Currie Cup cricket against the South African provinces was good, but by its very nature it was insular and there was no goal for which to aim, especially after South Africa were banned from international cricket.




On one occasion I was close to selection for South Africa, for the 1971/2 tour to Australia. In fact, Charles Fortune, the great South African cricket commentator, and a couple of other senior journalists picked me in their squads as the all-rounder. Instead, the selectors went for Transvaal’s Clive Rice, with his provincial skipper Ali Bacher as captain. I was reminded of this sort of selectorial favouritism when I went to coach in county cricket with Glamorgan in 1997 and heard tales of it being an unfashionable county, whose players were often spurned by the national selectors in favour of those from, say, Surrey. I could identify with that, because I came from a similar environment. We all knew we had to be a lot better than someone from Transvaal. I would like to think that when I took over with England we got away from such thinking.




Anyway that South Africa tour was cancelled, but it would have been interesting to have known whether I was good enough to play for South Africa. It would, though, have been a difficult side to break into because I think that, but for the years of isolation, they would have dominated world cricket for a decade at least.




I always thought that Old Boys would be my only club, but one day I was at the races with Richie Kaschula, a good friend who was a legendary figure in Rhodesian cricket. He was a left-arm spinner who, weighing in at somewhere near twenty stone, was a larger than life character in more ways than one. He said to me: ‘Why don’t you come and play for Alex [Alexandra Sports Club]?’ expecting me to say no because of my ‘blue blood’ connection. But I was at a stage in my career where I needed a fresh challenge, and maybe a bit of extra cash too (as I was still a relatively low-paid civil servant), so I said I would, as long as they paid me. I asked for what I thought was a ridiculously high figure at that time. He went away and returned to say: ‘You’re on.’ I think I became the country’s first professional club cricketer, setting a new trend in that respect.




I was also beginning a personal trend. Alex were a very average second division side when I joined them, but in my first year I delighted in first helping them win the knockout cup, which involved all the first and second division teams, and then taking them up into the first division by winning the second division.




We won the first division immediately and Alex became a top side for many years. I hope that I am not being arrogant when I say there should be sufficient evidence throughout this book of how I have joined teams, both as player and coach, and then made a difference. That has given me great satisfaction. I must add, though, that I did ensure that my last season of Rhodesian/Zimbabwean club cricket was back at Old Boys. The ‘blue blood’ ensured as much.




In 1977 I experienced club cricket of another kind; a year with Rishton in the Lancashire League, following in some famous footsteps as their overseas professional. But what a palaver to get there. For a start I only had a Rhodesian passport, which, at the time of sanctions, would only allow me to visit South Africa. I could go nowhere else in the world on it, unlike both my parents, my two younger brothers and sister, who all had British passports. This British passport saga was one which ran and ran, naturally becoming more of an issue when I became coach of England. And it took until after England won the Ashes in 2005 for me to be granted one.




Most people I spoke to before then thought it ridiculous that some members of a family could have British passports, while others could not. Indeed, I remember being on tour in Pakistan with England and speaking to a member of the British High Commission about it and he was adamant that I could get one. I told him I could not, because, bizarrely, I was born before 1 January 1949, when the British Nationality Act of 1948, which conferred British citizenship on all Commonwealth citizens, finally came into force.




He checked it out and came back to me. ‘You’re right,’ he said. It has always been a sensitive issue and one in which it was unwise to seek influential help.




I first applied for a British passport in 1991, but I really started to panic in 2002 when I knew that my Zimbabwean passport was soon to expire. With the problems in that country I knew that it was highly unlikely that it would be renewed. Fortunately at that time I was able to obtain a South African passport.




What always confused me was that I could spend no more than 450 days out of the UK over a five-year period to qualify for a British passport. But that was obviously very difficult when I was away with the England cricket team for such long periods. People were arguing that I spent a lot of time at my home in Cape Town, but I did not. I spent my northern hemisphere summers living in Cardiff and most of the winters abroad, somewhere on the long tours England always embark upon. Anyway, I got there in the end. On the day after we had won the Ashes, during the chaotic celebrations, I received the good news, via a text message, that I was to receive a British passport. A British citizen at last.




 




If only that had been the case back in 1977. I had agreed a contract with Rishton, but with barely a month to go before my intended departure I still had no passport. It was then that I had a stroke of luck. Rhodesia were playing a match against Western Province in Salisbury where we were introduced to a dignitary on the first morning of the game, by chance the South African ambassador. I could not let this opportunity slip, so I got hold of his phone number and called him immediately after the three-day game had finished. ‘Remember I met you on Saturday?’ I said, and proceeded to ask him about a travel document. He probably did not remember me, but he did at least say: ‘Come and see me tomorrow.’




Up until then I had been doing some extensive research, and as a result I knew all about passports, having looked at ways of obtaining Spanish, Italian, even Greek ones. I knew where I could buy any of those. But this was a slightly more legitimate method. The ambassador asked where my mother was born. ‘Kimberley,’ I replied. ‘Can I trust you not to get into any trouble?’ he asked, with a tentativeness pre-empting the lack of conviction in my reply. ‘Yes,’ I mumbled.




Thank goodness he was unaware of my proposed method of travel, but he was sufficiently persuaded to instruct one of his employees to issue South African passports for myself, Marina and Michael. He took our Rhodesian passports and before he put them in a safe he was adamant that we must return the issued passports as soon as we came back. We collected our Rhodesian passports on our return and I travelled on a Rhodesian/Zimbabwean passport until September 2004 when I gained that South African passport.




However, the problem in 1977 was that flights to England were not easy to book, and expensive too. So I had a plan. My brother John was general manager of an air transport company called Air TransAfrica, which was helping Rhodesia break sanctions in importing and exporting goods, especially tobacco. And his company were organizing a lot of cargo flights to Europe, leaving at night via, say, Mauritius and going through Iran.




So he managed to get us on one of these flights, albeit one which was full of day-old chicks (what a noise!) which were to be taken to Iran. Also on board was some meat being delivered to Mauritius, and then it was on to Holland where the flight would pick up some imports which were to be returned into Rhodesia. It was one way of not using up too much of the lump sum being offered by Rishton.




First, we had to fly over Mozambique in the dark, which was a bit jittery. We had to do this because the terrorists (freedom fighters) were using SAM-7 heat-seeking missiles and there had been incidences of planes being shot down. In fact, when I was on Air Force duty this had happened to an Air Rhodesia commercial flight taking off from Kariba. There were many women and children on board and, sadly, on that flight was a lady whom I knew well because she had been my father’s secretary. The pilot did incredibly well to crash land the plane but after this, while some of the men went looking for help as dusk had descended, rebels found the plane, raped the women and then shot all the survivors.




From our base at Kariba some troops were sent out to find the perpetrators of this ugly crime and three days later, after a fierce firefight, some rebels were duly brought back to the camp, two or three of them dead and a couple alive. I was ordered to take the dead bodies from a Land Rover. That is not something you can forget easily.




Neither could I forget the possible consequences of later events after landing at Tehran. We dropped off all the cargo and a new crew took over, because the first one had exceeded its permitted flying time. I was standing near the window over the wing, as the plane was now empty, and as the engines were being started I noticed a short burst of flame in one of them. I thought little of it because I reckoned it must be how they started, a bit like the piston engines backfiring on the Dakotas I had seen during my Air Force days. So there we were flying over Turkey and suddenly the plane dropped significantly out of the sky. The first batch of pilots, who had been sleeping at the back on mattresses, quickly jumped up and rushed to the cockpit. They then came back to the window out of which I had been peering when we took off. ‘What’s the matter?’ I asked nervously. ‘We’ve lost an engine,’ was the reply. I then told them what I had seen. So we were forced to fly over Germany and France, even though those countries would not give us permission to do so because this was not a properly registered flight, before landing at Amsterdam.




It was only later when I phoned John from the UK that he told me the startling truth: ‘You don’t know how lucky you were. If someone else had seen that flame, you would not have been allowed to take off. And then the trouble would have started, because a new engine would have had to have been sourced in the USA. But because of sanctions it would not have been able to go straight to Tehran. It would have had to go via South America, to South Africa and then up to Tehran. That might have taken a minimum of a month and a half or up to four months, and you would not have been allowed to move.’ Stuck on the tarmac at Tehran for a month or more, now there is a thought, especially as Michael was only two at the time.




We had such a wonderful time at Rishton, though, that I promised to go back some time, if only for a brief visit. And I stuck to that pledge, making the trip just before Independence, during the interim government led by Bishop Muzorewa, by which time we were allowed to use our Rhodesian passports abroad. John said I could take one last free flight so that I could go on my own to see my pals in Rishton, especially David Lomas, Ronnie Smith and Wilf Woodhouse, so that we could reminisce about that successful season when we had finished third in the table.




Later Lomas and Smith, with two friends Brian Bowling and Maurice Davies (and sometimes Woodhouse), were regular visitors when I was England coach at a day of a Test at either Headingley or Old Trafford. The only problem was getting rid of them in the evening (only joking, guys!), trying to get them out of the hotel so that I could get to bed in readiness for the next day’s play. People more passionate about cricket you will struggle to find anywhere in the world.




But that second trip to Rishton was another hair-raising experience which might easily have led to trouble. On the way back we had to stop off in Valencia to pick up some tomatoes. As we were preparing to take off, I remember being at the back of the plane with the loadmaster, who I noticed was most agitated and was sweating profusely. ‘What’s the matter?’ I asked.




‘We should not be taking off with a full load of tomatoes and a full load of fuel,’ he replied. And sure enough I have never seen a plane take so long to get into the air, inch by inch it seemed as we climbed over the Mediterranean, with the loadmaster clinging furiously to his seat. It later transpired that the pilot should only have initially half-filled the plane with fuel and then refuelled in Kano, Nigeria, before dropping off the tomatoes in Brazzaville in the Congo. But straight to Brazzaville we went, despite all the dangers; the only consolation was that that pilot was subsequently suspended from flying for some time. The things I went through on my trips to Rishton!




 




When the country of Rhodesia became Zimbabwe in 1980, our cricket underwent significant change too. We were now on our own, divorced from South Africa and exposed to the big wide world of international cricket. We needed a plan. As I had been appointed captain in 1979, it was natural that I should be heavily involved in those important thought processes. But I was very fortunate that Alwyn Pichanick was president of the Rhodesia Cricket Union at the time (he had been so since 1965). Not only was he a good friend, a mentor I suppose, but an ever-willing ally and kindred spirit too–not always the case when talking of the player and administrator relationship. Indeed, Pichanick often remarked how refreshing it was for this to be the case between us. But I have always strived for that to be the case, whether as captain or coach, even though the ECB at times made that scenario very difficult.




Having applied for associate membership of the International Cricket Coucil (ICC) (granted in 1981) we made it our goal for Zimbabwe to reach the 1983 World Cup. But in order to do that we had first to win the ICC Trophy staged in the UK in 1982. And for that to have a chance of happening we needed to play some high quality opposition beforehand. So we invited a number of teams to tour Zimbabwe. The first of these was Middlesex, who came as county champions at the end of the 1980 season. They were clearly a strong side, captained by Mike Brearley and with internationals–past, present and future–like Mike Gatting, John Emburey, Paul Downton, Roland Butcher, Mike Selvey and Norman Cowans in their squad.




I shall never forget the first game of that trip because it was probably one of the most bizarre games I’ve ever been involved in. It was a one-day match reduced to 38 overs per side, and I was pretty pleased to have scored a hundred, which I thought would be sufficient for us to overhaul Middlesex’s 237. But what happened afterwards illustrates the old adage that a batsman’s work is never fully done until the last ball of the innings is bowled. ‘Never leave to someone else what you can do yourself’ is an appropriate motto. But I did. It came to the last over with us needing one to win with six wickets in hand, but somehow we managed to contrive a tie. If match-fixing had been an issue at the time eyebrows would surely have been raised, so much did it seem that we wanted the result to be a tie.




Leicestershire, with Yorkshire’s John Hampshire and David Steele, then at Derbyshire, as guests, toured before the start of their 1981 season. And then later that year we were graced by the presence of a truly outstanding Young West Indies side, which included six players–skipper Faoud Bacchus, Malcolm Marshall, Desmond Haynes, Gus Logie, Jeff Dujon and Harold Joseph–who had already been selected for the West Indies tour of Australia to follow immediately afterwards. Add in Wayne Daniel, Hartley Alleyne and Winston Davis and you can understand the strength and depth of their opposition.




But we learnt much from that tour and it was not just on the field that the West Indians impressed me. They were very approachable off the field and willing to offer advice. But it was the clarity of thinking in that advice which was most striking. One evening we asked Haynes and Marshall to come into our changing room to give us some pointers. They were more than willing to help, and it was then that I realized what class individuals they were. I never forgot that and when I later became coach of Western Province I immediately tried to sign Haynes as my overseas player. He was unable to come in my first season but fortunately could do so in my second and third seasons and it was thoroughly enjoyable working with him.






That evening in Harare, though, we spoke to him and asked how we might be able to cope should we reach the World Cup. We just did not know what to expect with bowlers of the pace of Michael Holding. ‘Don’t worry,’ said Haynes. ‘You’ve just faced the two fastest bowlers in the West Indies and done OK. Nothing will be worse than that.’ For those of you wondering, he was referring to Marshall and Alleyne, even though others like Daniel and Davis were pretty quick, too.




We did win the ICC Trophy, beating Bermuda in the final, but the tournament was not a wholly enjoyable experience, as most of the other teams, even some of the hotel staff, treated us with a coldness bordering on ostracism. It was only a night out with the Fijian team, then alone in their friendliness towards us, that cleared up the riddle of this stand-offish attitude. They asked us why we had the capital letter R on our tracksuits and training gear. It stood for Rhythm–a popular South African clothing brand–but apparently the other teams thought it stood for Rhodesia and that we were diehard Rhodesians who wanted some recognition of our former country. All very strange, but at least we achieved our goal and qualified for the World Cup.




But the hard work had only just begun, not just on the playing field either. We had to raise a huge amount of money in order to afford this second trip to England, as otherwise the Zimbabwe Cricket Union would not have been able to send us. So we had to set about a programme of fundraising events with gusto. There were, among other things, large beer fests with all of us acting as barmen and stall-keepers, the selling of large numbers of signed miniature bats and the auctioning off of tobacco bales kindly donated by local farmers. Marina was instrumental in organizing all the wives to help out with other activities, such as many a cake sale, selling cuff-links, ties and other memorabilia to the general public when we played games against visiting sides. It did the team good to undertake such work, bringing them closer together and appreciating the good times we had when we eventually arrived in England.




On the playing side we sat down as a squad and agreed on some basic principles. We obviously lacked experience at international level, with our batsmen having rarely faced top bowlers and our bowling lacking the depth to trouble the better batting line-ups. We knew that it would be difficult because of our full-time jobs away from cricket but we vowed to train harder than ever before.




We thought we could be genuinely competitive in two areas: fitness and fielding. We decided that we had to be the fittest side at the World Cup and the best fielding side too. Those were areas where sheer hard work would bring its reward, even if the other sides were much more talented overall. And by the time we got there I think we had succeeded. We were fitter than the rest and I do not think there was a better fielding unit either.




The plan was also for the batsmen to ready themselves for the quicker bowling, despite Haynes’ confidence that we would be able to cope, by employing two Springbok baseball pitchers, Arthur Fulton and Kenny Doull, for net practices. They were instructed to throw balls from 18 yards as hard as they could at all the batsmen. They were obviously told not to beam us, but otherwise they could pitch it wherever they liked. It was just a case of us trying to get used to the pace, to become accustomed to having the ball fly past our faces. It sharpened us up so much that when we then went into the fast bowlers’ net we had so much more time than we ever had previously against bowlers like, say, Vince Hogg, who generally terrorized us in the nets. Two guys, who had better remain nameless, completely froze with fear and had to be taken out of the pitchers’ net, but otherwise it was a very interesting and beneficial exercise.




The plan for the bowlers was obviously more difficult and there was no specific practice we could come up with other than ensuring that they had sufficient control in their bowling.






My mantra as captain was that I would never make the players do anything which I was not prepared to do myself. That might sound rather clichéd and glib, but believe me, it is not always the case. We would have net practice for an hour and a half after we had all finished work, and then at 6.45 p.m. when dusk descended, the physical fitness would begin. Using the small amount of light coming from the clubhouse bar and veranda we would start with a series of shuttles–using the length of a cricket pitch in order to simulate running between the wickets–followed by some old-fashioned exercises, such as press-ups, sit-ups and burpees. Then it would be off for a 7 km run. Sometimes it might be around the Royal Harare golf course or on other occasions just round the streets of Harare. I preferred the golf course run because it granted me the opportunity to crack the whip with some of the more idle members of the squad. The final part of the run brings you around the Harare Sports Club ground, through a gate at the city end and across the cricket field back to the dressing rooms. As long as I finished in the leading group, which always included the likes of Hogg, John Traicos and a youthful Graeme Hick (whom we took to the World Cup as a seventeen-year-old), then I could wait near the changing rooms and keep a check on the stragglers. There were sometimes some who might even be tempted by a short cut across a couple of fairways of the golf course and round the back of the clubhouse.




That had happened before. Indeed temptation had once got the better of Barry Dudleston, the former Leicestershire and Gloucestershire batsman, now a first class umpire, who played for Rhodesia between 1976 and 1980. He did not finish the course by coming across the cricket pitch to the front of the clubhouse and I had to say to him: ‘Look, Barry, you can bugger around and be lazy in England, but not here.’ He naturally apologized. That sort of laziness really irritated me, and I would order any miscreants to do more shuttles and also to run up and down the steep stands at the ground. But it was very important that I would always do that extra training with them, so there could be no complaints. I would work some so hard that they felt really uncomfortable and were almost sick by the end of the session. Interestingly, when I toured Bangladesh with England in 2003 their board’s chief executive was Macky Dudhia, a former Zimbabwe player and good character, and he recalled one of these sessions in conversation. ‘You used to work us lazy ones hard,’ he said, ‘but you always did the extra training. That was one of the biggest reasons I respected you as a captain.’




 




So to the World Cup and probably my finest all-round moment as a player. It has been well documented that in our first game at Trent Bridge we beat Australia by 13 runs, and that I won the man of the match award for my 69 not out and 4-42. But do you know what? I do not reckon that Australian side was up to much.




And that was true for much of the eighties. In fact, I reckon that the misconception over their strength hampered English cricket for many years afterwards. Indeed, the influence of supposedly successful England players around this time very nearly wiped England off the cricketing map.




For it is assumed that the England side of the eighties was a very good one–after all, before 2005, they had been the last side to win the Ashes when Mike Gatting’s team brought them home in 1987–but even little Zimbabwe beat that poor Australian side. Yes, England had some very good players–there is no denying that when you consider the likes of Ian Botham and Graham Gooch–but it is interesting when you look at their ratio of success.




Thanks to the findings of the Cricket Reform Group–which, in showing great honesty, included a member of that side in Bob Willis–it was revealed that the England Test team only won 19.23 per cent of its matches in the eighties. Only the forties(18.75 per cent) has a worse percentage. And it is no surprise that the nineties side, coached and supposedly inspired by the eighties generation, only managed a 24.30 per cent success rate. Compare that to the over 40 per cent (the 1950s, with 46.99 per cent, lead the way) enjoyed by the team so far in the new millennium. And I also find it interesting that someone like Graham Dilley, who is widely recognized as a very good English fast bowler, played twelve Test matches before he was on the winning side for England–and that in the freakish Headingley 1981 match–and was only a winner once more in his forty-one-match Test career.




More interesting is that between 1975 and 1990 England played the West Indies on thirty-three occasions and only beat them once in a Test, the last one of that period in 1990. When we lost 5–0 to Australia–one of the greatest sides ever–in 2006/7 it was the players from that era, that side, who were doing all the criticizing, reminding everyone of how they beat the Australians rather than recalling their abysmal record against the best side in the world then, the West Indies. There were two 5–0 whitewashes, one at home and one away, during that period. I never heard those mentioned during the 2006/7 Ashes. Our team had the class and ability to beat the best side in the world (at home in 2005). That lot did not. Also, if you can, have a look back at footage of the Test cricket played in England in the eighties. The matches were played to half-full stadia. These days you can barely get a ticket for the first three days of a Test.




Zimbabwe could also have beaten Australia the second time we played them in that 1983 tournament, at Southampton, falling 32 runs short of their 272. After being out for just 2 I remember sitting on the players’ balcony with Kepler Wessels, twelfth man for Australia that day, as Davie Houghton and Kevin Curran set about a partnership which threatened to win us the match, and Wessels said of his teammates: ‘They’re pooping themselves again. It’s going to happen all over again.’




Sadly it did not and we also had near misses against India at Tunbridge Wells and the West Indies at Worcester. That Indian match is, of course, famous for a remarkable innings of 175 not out from Kapil Dev, hauling his side from the mire of 9–4 when he came to the wicket and later 78–7, to post 266, a total of which we only fell 31 runs short. As captain I copped a fair amount of flak after that match for my decision to replace opening bowler Peter Rawson after nine overs of his allocated twelve. Many felt that both he and Curran should have bowled their allocation uninterrupted because India were in such trouble. But Rawson actually came to me and said that he was knackered. And he was not the type to shirk hard work. He was a fine bowler–the best to whom I ever stood at slip–who went on to play for Natal with distinction. He knew what he was doing. As did young Curran, who was a cricketer for whom I also had a lot of time. He might have rubbed a few people up the wrong way in his career, but I liked his fearless attitude. It was just that Kapil played one of those innings about which we could do very little.




Nonetheless we could return home after that tournament with our heads held high. We had proved that we could compete with the best because we had also beaten Pakistan in a warm-up match at Uxbridge. That was very satisfying because I remember winning the toss and inviting them to bat. Their skipper, Imran Khan, looked at me in astonishment because that just was not the done thing in those days. He went back to tell his players and they all burst out laughing. Unfortunately for them there was only one team laughing at the end, as they were only able to muster 264, which we passed easily for the loss of only five wickets. That was sweet, but sadly for me that tournament was the high point of my playing career. My life was about to change.
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