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  INTRODUCTION




  Between July 2013 and January 2014, Test cricket’s original rivals, England and Australia, played out their ultimate showdown: ten Test matches, five on each side of the

  world. I attended each day, watching as Australia steadily undid a four-year English ascendancy in the Ashes, the hinge point being essentially Australia’s taking of six English wickets for 9

  in a frantic half-hour at the Gabba on 22 November. The decisive factor was Mitchell Johnson, an international cricketer of uniquely discrepant highs and lows, just commencing a summer-long high.

  In years to come, it will be a proud boast that I was there.




  But, of course, I wasn’t present merely for fun. I was trying to make sense of this sporting epic for readers. Cricket writing begins to date the instant it is written, particularly in

  this day and age when there is just so damn much cricket, when fluctuations of form are so marked and quality of play is so uneven. Nothing, I suspect, stands up more poorly than daily reportage,

  vulnerable as it is to instant irrelevance. I tender Ashes to Ashes, a collection of my contemporaneous writings, in that spirit: it contains the daily reports as I filed them at stumps

  for The Times and The Australian, and match reports I bashed out the day after each game. They’re not history – only first drafts, faithfully recording what I was

  thinking at the time, including the false dawns and red herrings. Looking back, for example, I can see I was persuaded that Phil Hughes’ innings at Trent Bridge would lead on to better: it

  didn’t. I saw something I liked in Jonny Bairstow’s innings at Lord’s: wrong again. Between the two series, I thought Johnson’s ODI form was significant: points for that. I

  thought the same about George Bailey’s: oh well . . .




  Somehow, though, this seems a fairer way to account for things. If everything unfolded in sport the way we predicted, where would be the pleasure in watching? I did at least always see the

  rivals as pretty evenly matched, despite England’s good recent performances in India and Australia’s sharp reversals there: I didn’t see either team as sufficiently excellent to

  dominate from start to finish, and I sensed that the longer-term trends were of English plateauing and Australian improvement. But I imagined as I set down in England in July that the hosts would

  win 3–1 at home, and do just enough to share the series Down Under – even if that was with all things being equal and, of course, they never are.




  The timespan covered by my last book, Uncertain Corridors, finished at the nadir of Australia’s fortunes, their 0–4 defeat on the subcontinent; Ashes to Ashes

  begins with the perhaps inevitable reckoning, the sacking of coach Mickey Arthur barely a fortnight before the First Test. In years to come, people may forget the astonishing chaos that then

  enveloped the Australian team, which had not won a game in the Champions Trophy, whose captain seemed permanently in the hands of medicos, whose players were being suspended left and right for

  disciplinary infractions, to the perplexity of their high-performance overlords. Little did we know that the more significant tour matches were those played at Bristol, Belfast and Edinburgh by

  Australia A, led by Brad Haddin and coached by Darren Lehmann. Because they meant that when Arthur was laid off, Lehmann was on hand to take over, after not so much as an Egon Zehnder worldwide

  talent search. It looked like panic, and it was – Michael Clarke’s account on pages 22–26 of The Ashes Diary evoke his own dismay and disorientation. But it can be a good

  thing to take over a team in a trough – it lowers expectation and buys time, and Lehmann used both to advantage, in ways that would probably not have been open to Arthur. In Ryan Harris,

  available after a year recovering from injury, Lehmann also had the services of the best bowler on either side. Harris’s effect on the Lord’s Test was immediate, even if it was drowned

  out at the time by the clatter of Australian wickets.




  At Old Trafford, Riverside and the Oval were then seen the first signs of English insipidity under pressure, although they rallied each time, and might even have taken the series 4–0 but

  for fading light. The Fifth Test was actually Clarke’s worst captaincy moment in six months: not since Hansie Cronje has a captain made such a self-mortifying declaration, and Clarke

  wasn’t even getting a leather jacket out of it. He barely escaped the consequences. On his very next day of Ashes cricket, three months later in Brisbane, Clarke gloved a lifter into short

  leg’s hands, and not in his decade as an international cricketer had he seemed so insecure.




  Over the next two days, first his captaincy then his batting were stunningly revalidated, and England simply blasted off the park, confirming those weaknesses previously glimpsed. I suspect that

  what we saw thereafter was the difference between a team for which winning was the main thing and for which winning was the only thing – but this, of course, is something we can hardly ever

  know for sure.




  One of the joys of Ashes cricket is the huge and ready supply of comparison at the disposal of the historically minded writer. Proceedings in the press box in England had been enlivened, for

  example, by the daily readings from ‘1948-o-meter’ of my esteemed colleague Malcolm Knox: how close were we to reliving the Invincibles with the countries reversed. One evening in

  Durham, the Times obituary editor Richard Whitehead and I amused ourselves by projecting a Down Under rerun of the 1958–59 Ashes, which caused me on returning home to reread the tour

  books of that series by Fingleton, Moyes, Peebles, Bedser, et al.: the notes I took led to the piece in Ashes to Ashes on pages 214-16. In the end, I gravitated towards a childhood memory.

  The first Ashes series I watched was 1974–75. This is the closest I can recall to that dynamic of a pace triumvirate, with a single finger spinner in reserve, laying multiple, overlapping

  sieges: for Lillee-Thomson-Walker-Mallett, read Harris-Johnson-Siddle-Lyon. By the final Test, Cook’s team were even more broken than Mike Denness’s had been – winless, hapless

  and wracked by disagreement. The Ashes of 2013–14, then, were a little breath of personal past, a reminder of how sport fuses with our own lives.




  The six months these Ashes took out of my own life were made more pleasant by excellent workplace company, especially Mike Atherton, Simon Barnes and Richard Hobson from The Times, and

  Peter Lalor, Wayne Smith and Andrew Faulkner from The Australian. To Mike, whose family again hosted mine in the UK, I owe a particular debt of gratitude. My daughter now lives in the

  country holding the Ashes for the first time in her life. She doesn’t know who Mitchell Johnson is. But I dare say I’ll tell her about him one day.




   




  Gideon Haigh




  January 2014




  







  Part I




  England, July–August 2013




  







  PREAMBLE




  THE GREAT TRADITION




  Mark Taylor remembers it well, a luncheon hosted in the most pucka English traditions for the 1989 Australian team ahead of their Ashes campaign. ‘Gentlemen,’

  boomed the special guest in a rousing finale, ‘let us hope that at the end of this forthcoming series that it’s not Australia or England who are winners . . . but that cricket is the

  winner.’




  Applause reverberated. ‘Hear-hears’ were intoned. Glasses were raised and cigars puffed approvingly. Just then, Taylor felt a tap on his shoulder, from none other than septuagenarian

  Denis Compton, the beau ideal of English sport. ‘What a load of #$%^&* crap!’ he said.




  Quite – and you would disagree at your peril. When authorities minted a medal in 2005 to be presented to the outstanding player in each Ashes series, they named it for Compton and his old

  Australian mucka Keith Miller, as an expression of the pair’s long friendship. But in doing so, they also tapped into a proper and prideful impatience with too many niceties, too much

  rhetoric, too much #$%^&* crap. Australia and England play cricket against each other to win. Far from inhibiting them, their tight, rich and ancient cultural links license the two countries to

  play one another with extra vehemence, vigour, and even vulgarity. What Sir Robert Menzies wrote fifty years ago has hardly been truer: ‘We know each other so well that, thank Heaven, we

  don’t have to be too tactful with each other.’




  It’s been ever thus. Everyone knows the story of Fred Spofforth bowling Australia to victory in the 1882 Oval Test, after which the fabled spoof death notice for English cricket was

  published, announcing that ‘the ashes would be taken to Australia’; fewer are aware of Spofforth’s role in the sequel six months later, as an indirect result of which these

  sporting cinders were given their famous physical form.




  Spofforth’s expertise was bowling from one end in boots with long steel spikes, then coming on at the other to bowl into the muddy footmarks he had left. He did this in the Sydney Test,

  taking 7 for 44, although to no ultimate avail: England won the game narrowly, and thus the series.




  England’s decorous amateur captain Ivo Bligh kept his own counsel in public, but raged in letters home about Spofforth having ‘cut up the wicket more disgracefully than I have ever

  seen done before’, reporting that the game’s aftermath came ‘rather near to fisticuffs’ between the players. Coded allusions in the contemporary press suggest that a blow or

  two may even have landed. With no ICC referee round to invoke the Code of Conduct, things were smoothed over, and Bligh politely accepted a funerary ‘Ashes’ urn in token of his

  team’s victory. But the spirit of the Ashes might be said to be 100 per cent proof – for strong heads only.




  It was fifty years after those events that heads needed to be hardest, when another English amateur captain, Douglas Jardine, stretched bounds of propriety tautest of all by harrying Australia

  with an explosive pace attack, led by Harold Larwood. The Bodyline series left a lasting scar on Anglo-Australian relations, as well as becoming the exception to prove the rule that historically it

  has been Australians who have been prepared to pursue ends that little more intensely, push for victory that little bit harder; Jardine became a pariah, and played no more Ashes cricket.




  Yet Bodyline was a perverse sort of tribute to its chief target, Donald Bradman, who played cricket as relentlessly as anyone – operating on bowlers, as his teammate Jack Fingleton put it,

  ‘like a butcher at the abattoirs, wading deep in their agony and frustration’. And it was in the main Bradman’s influence that turned Ashes cricket from a sporting rivalry to a

  quest for outright dominance, expressed best in the scale of Ashes cricket’s two greatest annihilations.




  When Bradman was injured in the last Test before World War II, England kept Australia in the field for eight sessions and won by an innings and 579 runs. When Bradman returned for the resumption

  of Test cricket after the war, Australia took advantage of a storm so torrential it washed the covers and stumps away, to inflict defeat on England by an innings and 332 runs. Two of

  Bradman’s first three Ashes hundreds coincided with defeats, then none of the next sixteen: the Bradman Line was closer to impenetrable than the Brisbane Line could ever have been.




  Bradman played cricket in only Australia and England, of course – the Ashes was the axis of his world. And at times over the last twenty years, the Ashes has been denigrated as a

  monocultural, monarchical anachronism, old-fashioned and footling because it neither confers the status of world champion, as in theory does a World Cup, nor incarnates more modern global

  relations, like the Frank Worrell or Border-Gavaskar Trophies.




  One thing the Ashes has kept, however, is the form of the epic, if not always its substance, being decided still over the course of five full-scale Test matches. But nobody would shorten it,

  even in a culture naturally inclined to compression, whether it’s fame to fifteen minutes, thoughts to 140 characters, or innings to 20 overs. Fans want to savour the Ashes gradually, coolly,

  at their leisure; finance men relish letting them, as the cash continues to roll in.




  Ten Tests in six months is a mighty undertaking, and quite possibly too much of a good thing. But timeless Tests before World War II stretched some series out like Lord of the Rings:

  the five Tests of 1907–08 spanned twenty-eight sprawling days. Later attritional tactics produced such monuments of self-denial as Tom Veivers’ 95.1-36-155-3 at Old Trafford in July

  1964, and Bob Cowper’s 307 in 727 minutes at the MCG twenty months later – an innings so long that his country began it using pounds and pennies and finished it using dollars and

  cents.




  What has helped sustain fan interest in Australia and England is also a quite remarkable parity in results. Despite some protracted periods of Australian invincibility – nearly twenty

  years from 1933 and sixteen from 1989 – sixty-six Ashes series over thirteen decades have been split almost as evenly as imaginable: 31 to Australia, 30 to England, five drawn.




  Where many spend lifetimes supporting sporting clubs to little avail, the Ashes has actually bestowed generous rations of happy memories on followers in both countries. Long gaps between some

  successes have been conducive to sweeter victories. Consider the similarity of scenes at the Oval in 1953 and 2005 following long-awaited Ashes triumphs: much had changed in England between times,

  but not, apparently, the intensity of thanksgiving at getting the better of Australia. A joy very nearly as great was the knowledge that anyone saying otherwise was talking #$%^&* crap.




  The Fall of Mickey Arthur




  DROPPING THE PILOT




  It has become a bit of a conversational theme in cricket circles that Australia is now to be described in all the ways that one used apply to England: brittle, panicky,

  backward-glancing, inward-looking.




  But not even England ever sacked its coach two weeks before an Ashes series. England used to go through the rigmarole of garment-rending committees, reviews and reports . . . then do what was

  always intended. Australia? Never. We were always committed gradualists who hastened slowly, coolly and rationally. Just before the Ashes series of 2010–11, for example, Cricket Australia

  reappointed coach Tim Neilsen for three years. Smooth, confident – everything was under control.




  Then it wasn’t. Neilsen ended up serving a year before being ‘restructured’ out. Now his successor, Mickey Arthur, has been ‘restructured’ with extreme prejudice.

  Arthur survived five years as coach in politically tempestuous South Africa. He has not even lasted two in wealthy, secure, self-involved Australia. That tells you something – and not just

  about Arthur.




  What did Arthur do wrong? Up to the tour of India four months ago, not much, at least on the scoreboard. Australia under his coaching had at that stage won ten Tests and lost two, and won 18 and

  lost 13 ODIs. But for James Pattinson playing an Adelaide Test he probably shouldn’t have, Australia would at least have shared a series with the world’s number one team.




  Then came the retirements in short order of Ricky Ponting and Mike Hussey. Their presences would not have changed the ultimate custodian of the Border-Gavaskar Trophy, but it is difficult to

  imagine that communications between team and management would have broken down as abjectly as they did in India.




  The mantle of disciplinarian did not settle readily on Arthur, an affable and sympathetic man. Although his zeal was pardonable, the suspensions of Pattinson, Shane Watson, Usman Khawaja and

  Mitchell Johnson highlighted problems without really resolving them, and the ‘line in the sand’ lasted as long as the next tide. The initially desultory then suddenly decisive response

  to David Warner going walkabout suggested a house divided against itself.




  It’s been officially denied that Shane Watson complained about the discrepant punishments handed out in what has become known as Homeworkgate and what has surprisingly not become known as

  Warnergate – which does call to mind Claude Cockburn’s injunction not to believe anything until it is officially denied. But, frankly, Watson would have been well within his

  rights to feel exactly the way that he . . . er . . . officially didn’t.




  Did this, though, merit Arthur’s defenestration? After all, it’s not Arthur’s fault that there were half as many centuries scored in the 2012-13 Sheffield Shield as there were

  twenty years earlier. Nor is it Arthur’s doing that Australian cricket’s rewards system sets greater store by scoring 20 off 10 balls than 150 in six hours.




  At the moment, Australian cricket is full of people walking round clutching their foreheads and complaining about ‘the culture’ with all the comprehension of someone looking at a

  photocopier that has suddenly stopped working. In actuality, the Australian cricket team has exactly the culture Cricket Australia deserves. How could the outcome have been otherwise?




  Because CA is an organisation whose chief interest is management rather than cricket, they imagined that one report and a tweaking of the executive diagram would fix everything. But read the

  Argus Review again – I like to occasionally, just for laughs – and see if you can make out exactly how many of the deficiencies which it identified have been remedied.




  There have certainly been management changes. For the last eighteen months, for instance, CA has had an ‘executive general manager, people and culture’, one of whose roles is to

  ‘coach [the] National Men’s team in Leadership and Team Values for high performance’. Wonder how her last performance review went? But what else has happened? If anything, the

  commercial is even more in the ascendant at CA, the new television rights deal being received as confirmation that everything is ‘tracking well’.




  At least Arthur’s successor, Darren Lehmann, is on a hiding to nothing. Forty-eight hours ago, nobody expected much from the Australian team in these Ashes Tests; now they will expect even

  less. Lehmann can only benefit. He was a shrewd cricketer, is a more analytical coach than he appears, and has always been an infectious enthusiast. He will have a honeymoon period, and the

  opportunity to take advantage of it.




  Having started his working life on the assembly line at Holden in Elizabeth, South Australia, he draws on different influences than his young charges. This can only do the players good. And

  having grown up in simpler times, he is also inclined to speak his mind – indeed, CA actually reprimanded him for the habit last season. This can only do the administrators good.




  In the short-term, the individual most awkwardly placed is Michael Clarke, who stood shoulder to shoulder with his coach in India, but who has lain face to physio’s table most of the time

  since, belatedly turning up after Warner’s suspension to look suitably cross. With whom has he sided in this ‘restructure’? How accountable is he for the dressing room’s

  drift into anomie? He has at last relinquished the selection responsibilities he should never have had in the first place, but uneasy lies the head that wears the crown, not to mention the back

  supporting that head.




  In the medium-term, a figure whose future bears closer examination is James Sutherland. In July he will have been chief executive of CA for twelve years, and also turn forty-eight, having come

  to authority as a young man. Sutherland came out swinging, as it were, in the aftermath of the Warner’s late-night brain fade. He spoke well, and feelingly, about the responsibilities shared

  by team and management to set and enforce standards of behaviour. But when Shane Warne lost his temper pyrotechnically during the 2012–13 Big Bash League, Sutherland declined to condemn him,

  and even praised Melbourne’s biggest Star as ‘phenomenal’ – of which there is no doubt, but there are times and places for such affirmations.




  Sutherland has also signed off on a memorandum of understanding and a television deal that, for all the Argus Review’s talk of pay for ‘absolute performance’, will make this

  particular generation of Australian cricketers far wealthier, more or less irrespective of how well they do. One wonders how that will impact ‘the culture’. And once a buck starts

  rolling, who knows where it will stop?




  Watson’s Progress




  COME IN NUMBER ONE




  On the office wall of Tory cabinet minister Norman Tebbit used to hang a framed list of ‘The 6 phases of an election’: enthusiasm, disillusionment, panic, search

  for the guilty, punishment of the innocent, and praise and honour for the non-participants. In dealing with the coaching of the national team, Cricket Australia might be thought to following it

  perfectly.




  Don’t get me wrong. Many reasons exist to think well of Darren Lehmann, a shrewd head and a buoyant spirit when this team has need of both. But misgivings must remain about aspects of the

  change, and there will be consequences which Lehmann will need to deal with.




  In any sport, the sacking of a coach is a de facto validation for the players, to a degree exonerating them of blame for poor performance by conveying the idea that they are superior to their

  previous level of achievements and will blossom under new management. But was this actually the message to be taken from Australia’s calamitious tour of India? Were the players

  really only the blameless victims of poor coaching by Mickey Arthur? We are left to draw that inference because while Arthur has been peremptorily sacked, every one of those players has

  represented or will represent Australian teams in the 2013 English summer, and only Moisés Henriques, Glenn Maxwell and Xavier Doherty have been trimmed from the Ashes squad. Their status as

  the best paid and most lavishly accoutred group of cricketers in Australian history has been not just ratified but reinforced.




  Giving his best ‘Blue Steel’, Shane Watson now stares down from billboards advertising Foxtel’s forthcoming coverage of the Ashes series. Not bad for a player who ‘acts

  in the best interests of the team sometimes’, as he was not long ago publicly described, by CA’s executive general manager high performance Pat Howard. That comment, by the way, was

  unkind, unwise and unfair. But it’s far from the only remark of the last five months made to look decidedly odd by recent events.




  Cast your mind back to the February 2013 presentation to CA’s board by Howard, and selectors John Inverarity and Rod Marsh. CA’s chairman Wally Edwards emerged from this conclave to

  state ‘unequivocal’ support for every aspect of their approach. The team, he said, had done ‘extremely well’. Public mistrust of ‘informed player management’ was

  simply a case of misunderstanding. ‘I’m confident we’re on the right track,’ Edwards averred.




  CA then bore with Howard, Arthur, captain Michael Clarke and manager Gavin Dovey in March as they tried enforcing accountability on their team in India by suspending Watson, James Pattinson,

  Usman Khawaja and Mitchell Johnson for . . . well, you know what, and I can hardly bear writing it again. Edwards issued a statement on behalf of his directors: ‘The board is completely

  supportive of the actions taken by team management.’ Even two months afterwards, CA’s chief executive James Sutherland was pronouncing himself ‘a really firm believer in the fact

  that those decisions will ultimately stand us in good stead as we build to sustained performance at the highest level’.




  In this, he echoed the public emanations from the Australian camp, including from an impressively sincere Pattinson: ‘The easy thing for me was to make excuses and say it’s a harsh

  punishment. But the reality is it’s not – it’s part of playing cricket for Australia. You’ve got to do everything right.’




  Want to guess who did the easy thing? ‘I think it is very harsh,’ said Watson. ‘At this point in time I’m at a stage where I’m sort of weighing up my future and

  what I want to do with my cricket in general, to be honest.’ Except that in his case it was hardly harsh at all, for he missed a Test he was scheduled to skip anyway, and resumed in the next

  match as locum captain for the injured Clarke. And guess who, after one hazy punch from David Warner, has now been confirmed in their original view? Not Pattinson but Watson. Turns out that you

  don’t need to ‘do everything right’ when you play for Australia. You can not only be pardoned but rewarded.




  Because the first player anointed by the new regime is the one who most effectively undermined the previous regime by nearly two years’ erratic availability and spasmodic performance. And

  at last week’s press conference, where he responded to being confirmed by Lehmann in his favoured role as opener, Watson positively glowed with vindication.




  The move itself has something to recommend it. Watson seems to have convinced himself that he needed to bat first in order to succeed, to the degree that his ambition has grown off-putting, even

  potentially divisive. If you eliminate his grounds for grievance, you might at last be on the way to harnessing his abundant talents, and world cricket contains few better sights than Watson

  playing in the V to fast bowling.




  But after fifty-one innings without a first-class hundred, has Watson earned the indulgence of selection well in advance of the rest of the team, and dibs on the spot he covets? Hasn’t

  Lehmann articulated his philosophy as ‘if you’re performing, you’re in the side’? Australia has another four opening batsmen on tour. Now only one of them can bat in his

  preferred position, all so Watson can find his happy place again. One half-hearted swish of the stick, it seems, and Watson has been whisked back to Carrotland.




  The other casualty of regime change, of course, is ‘informed player management’, which not so long ago was the way, the truth and the light, and now lies as apparently discredited as

  phrenology and Maoism. All logic was for the rotation policy, all sentiment against it. It made complete sense in a modern sporting environment, rather less in a game to which the cohesion and

  interpersonal dynamics of a dressing room are so fundamental.




  Ironically, it is being discarded at the moment it has borne fruit: on the eve of the Ashes, Australia is equipped with its best six fast bowlers, fighting fit and ready for action. In this

  sense, it has arguably made a more positive contribution to Australian cricket over the last six months than Shane Watson. Watson now has it in his power to change that. But should he fail,

  it’s not beyond imagining the further applicability of Tebbit’s list.




  Australia’s Fast Bowlers




  2013, A PACE ODYSSEY




  They made it. All six of them. Watching Australia’s selectors handle their pace attack over the last year has been a bit like following a waiter with a tray full of

  glasses working his way across a crowded room of clumsy guests. One misstep, one unexpected lunge, and the whole speed strategy would be set at nought. But now they’re in England for the

  Ashes, the objective all along, and the relief is palpable.




  Of the six, only James Faulkner has remained injury free; each of Peter Siddle, Ryan Harris, James Pattinson, Jackson Bird, and Mitchell Starc has been hors de combat at some time. Ben

  Hilfenhaus, Pat Cummins, Moisés Henriques, Mitchell Johnson, Josh Hazlewood, Ben Cutting and John Hastings, all of whom have represented Australia in the past year, have in the end been left

  behind. The path here has been controversial, even divisive, involving a contentious ‘rotation policy’, too tinged with sports science for traditionalists. Nonetheless, Australia has

  its optimal combination – a richer, deeper and better talent lode than in either of the previous two Ashes series.




  Siddle is the only returnee from the 2009 Ashes, when he bowled with the unflagging spirit since become familiar. The rest have only thirty-four Tests between them, partly because they are

  young, partly because there has been an anxiety about wearing them out before their time. What Australia would do for a James Anderson, who always wants to play, usually does, and seldom fails. The

  strength of the six in depth, by the same token, might be felt greater than England’s. Anderson’s blessed run with injuries surely cannot continue indefinitely.




  Were Ryan Harris a racehorse, the course stewards would long ago have fetched the screens. Thirty-three years old, fit enough only for a dozen Tests since his debut in 2010, he has not been a

  player around whom long-term plans have been possible. Yet when he forms part of the attack, he invariably looks the most impressive member: slick, skiddy, persistent, crafty. Not by luck has he

  come by 47 Test wickets at 23.6. With the Ashes at the back of every mind, he has not been risked in a Test for more than a year. If he plays as many as three Tests this summer, Australia will feel

  lucky.




  The tall, strapping, 23-year-old Victorian Pattinson has long looked head and shoulders above his generation of pace bowlers – including, it happens, his own older brother Darren, who

  played a solitary ill-starred Test for England five years ago. Pattinson the younger was blessed from the first with the attributes of a delectable outswinger and a mean bouncer. Injured between

  times, he raked India’s high-class batting order during Australia’s series win eighteen months ago, and pinned their successors down as well as anyone during Australia’s recent

  defeat in India. English conditions challenged him in the 2012 NatWest Series; he will need to have learned from the experience.




  Mitchell Starc had a glimpse of English conditions in 2012 with Yorkshire, and liked what he saw, collecting 36 wickets at 15.3 overall. He has since advanced as far as any member of the

  Australian attack, capable of spells of head-turning pace and eye-catching reverse swing, including a yorker honed by already ample T20 experience. Few Australian bowlers have looked more

  imminently lethal than Starc in closing out the Hobart Test in December 2012 with four for 13 from 34 deliveries at the end of a long and wearying day.




  Although his name sounds better suited to a GOP presidential candidate, Jackson Munro Bird from Tasmania has looked a shoo-in for this Ashes tour since he showed a full length and away curve

  reminiscent of Terry Alderman on his Boxing Day Test debut. His 11 wickets against Sri Lanka cost 16.2 each before he was cautiously invalided home from India with back pain. Rather more

  surprisingly, he missed out around the same time on a Cricket Australia contract.




  James Faulkner shares with Bird the good fortune of playing half his first-class games on a pitch in Hobart that doesn’t so much give bowlers assistance as provide them with artificial

  respiration and heart massage. He looked a couple of years ago to have grown overly infatuated with T20, at the expense of his first-class consistency, but inclusion in Australia’s one-day

  international team revealed a knack of taking timely wickets and a contagious pleasure in the contest.




  Nor is this the longest tail Australia has brought on tour. Siddle has just achieved his maiden first-class century against Scotland; Faulkner has made eight first-class half centuries in 50

  games; Starc, who started his career as a junior opening batsman before a growth spurt encouraged him to tackle bowling, fell a single short of a maiden Test century in Mohali in April; Harris hits

  the ball hard with a minimal backlift; the compact fluency of Pattinson’s cover drives recalls no less than Mike Hussey. They have taken the long way here. Now is the time to make the most of

  it.




  Preview




  A MATCH OF UNEQUALS?




  A sporting contest commencing between a team that has won or drawn its last nine matches and a team comprehensively defeated at its last four starts would not normally portend

  a classic contest. It says something for cricket’s intricacies and vagaries that the Ashes of 2013 remains an intriguing prospect, pitting a known English quantity against a

  pick’n’mix Australian contingent of dubious reliability if considerable raw talent.




  England we know. Seldom can a home team have had such a low-key prelude to a series, the limelight diffused by the roaring Lions down under and the flying Scotsman at SW19. Its last internal

  dramas are almost a year behind it, when Kevin Pietersen’s differences with his teammates appeared momentarily irreconcilable.




  Those fences give the appearance now of thorough mending, belying some of the moment’s more baleful predictions, including that of Australia’s then-coach, Mickey Arthur, who opined

  that the rift might take ‘years to heal’.




  It was Arthur, of course, who ended up being on the wrong side of a more recent rift, in his case twofold – with players who objected to his strictness, and administrators who cavilled at

  his latitude. There was also a dawning sense that Arthur, a good coach and good man, might not be the right match for this team. His success had come with a group of experienced,

  knowledgeable, mentally strong South Africans; once he lost the services of first Brad Haddin, then Ricky Ponting, then Mike Hussey, he had a complement of some pretty brittle individuals, used to

  getting their own way.




  All the same, it’s unlikely Arthur would have been displaced had Darren Lehmann not been in situ, coach of Australia A on a parallel tour of England, and in favour, going back more than

  two decades with Cricket Australia’s chief executive James Sutherland: when Lehmann relocated to Victoria in the early ’90s, he played for Carlton, which shared a social club with the

  football team where Sutherland was CFO.




  And while his is not a ‘job for the boys’, Lehmann’s appointment has been a kind of reversion to convention, most akin in its way to the appointment of Bob Simpson as

  Australian coach twenty-seven years ago: a recall of the old stager, in order to reconnect with fraying traditions. There’s an irony here, in that little love was ever lost between stern

  Simpson and laissez-faire Lehmann, oil and water as player and coach. But it stands Lehmann in good stead as he arrives at his own system that he knows what it is like to chafe against one. The

  appointment has also had the incidental benefit of subduing the outsized chorus of Australia’s ‘not-in-my-day’ ex-players, never entirely comfortable with a foreign coach, and

  noticeably quick to endorse their old buddy in his new job.




  The contrast in perceptions between Australia’s vagrant Champions Trophy team, coached by Arthur, and its refreshed Ashes squad, under Lehmann’s management, could now hardly be more

  acute. But it is probably more a case of where we’re looking. Remember Julio Iglesias, the Spanish crooner who insisted that only his right profile be photographed? Were Australia able to

  make a similar stipulation, their combination would exude strength in depth. In bouncy Pattinson, ballsy Siddle, skiddy Harris and swingy Starc and Bird, they pack a lot of heat – the most,

  in fact, since Australia’s last Ashes series win, at home in 2006–07. This may not have counted so much in a three-Test series, but it will certainly be material over a five-Test course

  forming half of a ten-Test cycle.




  Some Australian problems, moreover, remain for the present irreducible. The tour’s two opening games have proved somewhere between nothing and not much. International batsmen should

  plunder runs from Division 2 county attacks. Phil Hughes did so in 2009 when he smashed 574 runs in five first-class innings for Middlesex, only to fall by the wayside after the Lord’s Test.

  The step up that awaits Australia’s top six is of the magnitude of a Fosbury flop.




  One dilemma of their own making is proving particularly stubborn. Since 2009, Australia has sustained more run outs than any other international team – a third more, for example, than

  England. Consecutive run outs befell Michael Clarke and Ed Cowan at Worcester. Such self-inflicted wounds can leave powder burns on Test matches.




  Technique may be an issue; so might the sheer variety of runners in the Australian team, some skittish, some lumbering, some aggressive, some unambitious. Whatever the case, Australia has so far

  declined to take the first step to addressing a problem, which is, of course, admitting you have one. Arthur never made headway on the issue; given his predisposition to accentuating the positive,

  Lehmann may not find it easy either.




  If Lehmann and Clarke do not appear to be singing from the same songsheet quite yet, Australia is at least making affirmative noises. So are Australians more generally. The uptick in optimism is

  welcome. The English team in 2010–11 were struck by the sheer public negativity around their hosts. ‘Until I witnessed it,’ writes Anderson in his recent autobiography, ‘I

  would have thought it was inconceivable that the Australian public and the country’s media, could be so negative towards their own team.’




  This lead-in to the series has felt rather more like it, the glad embrace of Lehmann by Aussie cricket fans crystallising dissatisfaction with the regime of wellness forms, rotation policies,

  chaotic scheduling and constipating managerialism. Personally, I’m not convinced that these have been problems so much as symptoms of malaise: England is a better team for being supremely

  well-organised, and still accommodates players of flair and spontaneity. If not so much has changed that these do not remain England’s Ashes to lose, this has been a happy last fortnight. We

  need our quotient of pommie-bashing and Aussie-baiting, otherwise what’s an Ashes for?




  







  THE FIRST TEST: Trent Bridge




  Preview




  GHOSTS OF ASHES PAST




  In 1961 the photographer Henry Cartier-Bresson asked England’s debonair Ted Dexter to be the subject of a pictorial essay about the life of a professional cricketer. When

  Dexter said yes, the Frenchman came to Sussex for a few days, snapping images around the dressing room and nets evocative of cricket and of the sporting life generally. Two charming and civilised

  men enjoyed the collaboration.




  Dexter’s next stop, however, was the First Test of an Ashes series at Edgbaston, and Cartier-Bresson asked to tag along for the drive down the M1. To his increasing bemusement, the

  gracious English conversationalist of the preceding days was gradually replaced by a brooding, taciturn, almost sullen man, given to shorter and shorter answers, and faster and faster driving

  speeds. By the morning of the match, Dexter’s words had dried up completely: he confessed later to feeling both confoundedly rude and entirely incapable of doing anything about it, because

  such was the effect of the prospect of playing against Australians.




  Modern cricket captains do not enjoy the same latitude, always being expected to say something, even if it is nothing: Alastair Cook and Michael Clarke were today exemplary in this regard,

  conscientiously talking without speaking. Otherwise, there was a pleasing sense of mouth-muting, sphincter-tightening tension around Trent Bridge as it basked in warm sunshine and warmer local

  self-approbation. Andy Murray and the Lions were freely mentioned during the media preliminaries; nobody invoked the Royal reproduction, though perhaps that is to come.




  Nottingham advertises its cricket antiquity with the unassuming annotation to its brand: ‘Trent Bridge, Est 1836’. The playing field sits between the Trent Bridge Inn, whose first

  publican was the ground’s founder, William Clarke, and the Larwood & Voce Pub Kitchen, named for the county’s foremost cricket pairing. There was a hint of them about today too, or

  at least of their controversial captain Douglas Jardine, as the captains declined to specify their starting XIs. It was Jardine who famously rebuked Australian journalists for seeking similar

  information from him during the Bodyline series of 1932–33: ‘I’m here to win the Ashes, not provide scoops for your ruddy newspapers.’




  That left the commentariat to cast runes, which they did willingly. Interestingly, the unfancied Australians will be as happy to begin this series here as anywhere. Cook has not made a

  half-century in eleven Nottingham Tests, and none of his top six colleagues average 40 at the ground; the last Englishman to make a hundred here, Andrew Strauss, is now comfortably ensconsed among

  the aforesaid commentariat. Cook’s slow-bowling trump card Graeme Swann also pays 65 runs per wicket at Trent Bridge, despite this having been his county home since 2005.




  By the same token, only Clarke among the Australians can call on Test experience here, and it is nothing special. Arguably the best prepared of the visitors for the venue is Ed Cowan, with four

  first-class matches for Nottinghamshire behind him, but containing nothing special either.




  The leading indicator of the Test is likeliest to be the fortunes of James Anderson, for whom this is a hunting ground happy to the point of euphoria: thirty-three wickets in five Tests. If his

  away curve achieves its usual voluptuous shape, England will be red-hot favourites; if it for some reason does not, Australia will feel a liberating relief.




  The pitch, which spent most of today shrouded beneath a space-age hothouse-cum-hovercraft to preserve its dwindling moisture, will most probably be revealed as parched and abrasive, conducive to

  reverse swing, affording an edge at the selection table to specialist practitioners Mitchell Starc and Tim Bresnan in the composition of final XIs – Bresnan took eight for 141 and scored an

  unbeaten 39 here against West Indies last year. It will also almost certainly turn, and later play up and down, which may provide an opportunity for Steve Smith to slot in on the basis of his

  leg-breaks, even if the selectors seem to rate these more highly than the player himself.




  Trent Bridge is the ground on which Australia secured the Ashes in 1989, 1997 and 2001, where England secured their series-winning lead in 2005. It will not, this time, be a location of such

  destiny, but may shape a rubber a long time in the offing, and a cycle set to be a long time in the unfolding. For whatever the outcome, a result is foretold, both by the cloudless skies and by the

  eleven years that have elapsed since the last draw here. One of Cartier-Bresson’s mots about photography was his encouragement to capture everything and leave no holes, because

  ‘afterwards it will be too late’. It’s an exhortation that one fancies will apply quite well to this Test match.




  Summary




  THE YOUNG AND THE RESTLESS




  In Graeme Swann’s autobiography, he relates a story of meeting Stephen Fry in the museum at Lord’s just before the Ashes of 2009. As the pair gazed on the urn, Fry

  took Swann into his confidence. ‘I don’t want to put any pressure on you,’ confided the ubiquitous comic, ‘but everyone wants you to win these Ashes back and my entire

  happiness and well-being depends on it.’ So, no pressure. Watching the Trent Bridge Test of 2013, it was as though both teams had been privy to such a personal confidence, as though the

  players were as fingernail-gnawing as their own audience, including Stephen Fry. It was the player with least experience and fewest inhibitions who soared highest; otherwise, the game had to make

  up for in spirit what it lacked in quality, and did not so much fluctuate as veer, almost somersaulting England at the last. Something similar applied to the umpiring, whose inconsistences were

  exacerbated by a technology meant to remedy them, and which had the final word on a breathless finish.




  Australia sprang the first surprise, when Glenn McGrath appeared in their pre-match huddle to settle a baggy green on the head of the nineteen-year-old left-arm intern Ashton Agar, the

  work-experience kid promoted to executive. Days earlier he had been pencilled in for Australia A’s series of internationals against Zimbabwe and South Africa A, set to commence in a

  week’s time. Now he was to become Australia’s 434th Test cricketer and alphabetically their first, even if this was hard lines for Nathan Lyon, who of all Australia’s bowlers

  advanced most in India, losing little by comparison with local spinners by the Fourth Test at Delhi. England also zagged with the taller, faster Steve Finn when they had seemed likelier to zig with

  the more reliable Tim Bresnan, although they ignored the overcast conditions and stuck with a plan to bat on a pitch looking a browner shade of green after going more than a week without

  watering.




  At first, the toss did not seem so bad a one for Clarke to have lost, for it was England who looked disarmingly tense and anxious to assert themselves, being bowled out in 59 overs, while

  scoring no less than 83 per cent of their runs in the form of boundaries. Their highest scorer, Jonathan Trott, looked nothing like the stoic stay-put Australians had seen thirty months earlier; he

  played sparklingly before dragging a wide one on. Fortunately for England, the instinct to assert proved contagious, and Australia were swiftly three for 22: Watson, Cowan and Clarke all going hard

  at the ball, Australia’s captain bowled in lurching forward. Chris Rogers was unluckily judged lbw with the slightest of nods from the DRS, and only Steve Smith’s luck and pluck

  contained the damage thereafter. The day’s overall analysis was a febrile fourteen for 290.




  The second day featured cricket in every mood. At first, ball dominated bat, Australia losing five for 9 in 31 deliveries to the irresistible Anderson and Swann. But in thinking half an hour

  ahead, Cook allowed Agar to live in the moment, and he shone. The boyish newbie, and Australia, had an atom of good fortune, when he was seemingly stumped toe-on-line by Prior off Swann at 6, only

  to be reprieved by third umpire Erasmus; Australia would surely have struggled to make good an 85-run first-innings deficit. But with this one bound, Agar was free, and sailed into England’s

  disbelieving bowlers with the glee and ingenuousness of youth. Every shot was displayed, propelled with a swing more reminiscent of golf than cricket. Phil Hughes, made to seem positively aged at

  twenty-four, adapted to his new role at number six with aplomb, and as the arrears were erased with ease the atmosphere became reminiscent of a testimonial match, with the teenage Agar the

  improbable beneficiary – every stroke was cheered, every run applauded, and an unprecedented Test match hundred by a number eleven seemed just a matter of time. At last, Agar swung lustily at

  a pull shot and picked out a deepish mid-wicket to conclude the last wicket partnership at a bewildering 163 from 187 balls.




  Stealing back into the black, England lost two wickets, both in odd circumstances. Because the Hot Spot cameras were busy revealing to Sky viewers that Joe Root had been adjudged caught down the

  leg side without any corroborating mark on the bat, they were unavailable to adjudicate on the lbw appeal Aleem Dar on the field had rejected but which Erasmus off the field upheld, the third

  umpire leaving himself open to the charge of applying two different burdens of proof on the same day – both times at England’s expense. The England Cricket Board was still apoplectic a

  day later when umpiring pratfalls rather evened themselves out. The crowd, at least, calmed down, and after tea was as subdued as it had earlier been almost carnivalesque, sensing that one or two

  more wickets might secure Australia a significant advantage but that every patient run by Cook and Pietersen drew the hosts back into the game.




  The visitors struck back on the third morning, when Cook and Pietersen fell in short order after extending their painstaking stand to 111 at 2.22 runs an over, but Ian Bell proceeded to bat as

  nobody else in this game, at a tempo and in a style to suit himself. A slow starter in the hitherto damp northern summer, he blossomed beneath a warm sun, playing so blithely behind square as to

  make slaves of the bowlers serving up pace for his delectation. And with the second new ball came renewed freedom, enjoyed by both Prior and Broad as well.




  Australia was to rue the wasteful use of an lbw referral against Bairstow (8), the ball from Pattinson speared down the leg side. That left them without a shot in their DRS locker when Stuart

  Broad (37) nicked Agar thickly to Haddin, the edge eluding the keeper’s gauntlet but rebounding from his pad to slip. Contrary to some later assertions, the confusion of bat, ball and pad

  confounded the naked eye – Dar’s not out was thus a perfectly fair decision, even if the replay rather mocked it. But with no recourse to the DRS, the decision stood, rather as did the

  cool, insouciant, subtly defiant, unapologetically professional Broad. Australia continued to toil wholeheartedly as Bell and Broad made their four-hour, 138-run stand the second best of the match.

  But there was a dawning sense that the match was now on an orderly course for home victory.




  Watson and Rogers dented but did not disrupt that sense in a positive opening partnership of 84 on the fourth day, Watson striking eight barn-burning boundaries before getting entangled in his

  pads and the DRS. England then enjoyed a bonus wicket on the stroke of tea when Cowan surrendered his wicket to the part-timer Root by driving out of the footmarks, whereupon the hosts struck

  regularly. By now the luck was all England’s: the tiniest of Hot Spot glows incriminated Clarke when he referred his caught behind; the hemi-demi-smidgen of the ball deemed within the width

  of the stumps when England referred an lbw appeal against Hughes was barely detectable to an electron microscope but made sense to Erasmus.




  The last day dawned with England needing four wickets and Australia 137 runs, Anderson and Haddin chewing away respectively at each. Theirs was a vintage contest. Anderson first prised out the

  adhesive Agar with a classic bluff, adjusting a fielder ostentatiously at deep backward square leg then sliding the next ball across and inducing a waft, providing Cook with the first of four

  chances at slip, three of which he held. Starc and Siddle followed swiftly.




  When Cook turned to Steve Finn, however, Haddin took toll with premeditated drives and slog sweeps to untenanted boundaries. James Pattinson, an impostor at number eleven, played freely also,

  lifting Swann effortlessly down the ground for six. The granting of a further half-hour worked to Australia’s advantage as their last wicket partnership assumed menacing proportions, and the

  resemblance to Edgbaston 2005 was now more than passing – a final Australian surge with the match seemingly in England’s keeping.




  A clammy-handed fielding effort continued the parallels, recalling Simon Jones eight years earlier. With Australia needing 26 to win, Haddin swept Swann to deep backward square leg where Finn

  had been languishing since his costly cameo. Finn ran gamely in, pitched forward, obtained a fair chunk of the ball, almost long enough to be paid the mark in Australian Rules football, but it was

  the wrong moment to be exploring a new career, and a boundary resulted. With Anderson in the dressing room seeking relief from cramp after 30 mighty overs, Broad brazenly stalled on the way back to

  his mark, to prevent a further over before lunch with a cynical footwear break – Diego Maradona would probably have called it the ‘boot of God’. It didn’t quite work, as

  Swann had to bowl another over anyway, albeit Haddin played out a maiden.




  Cricketainment reared its pin head at the interval, through which a crooner sang patriotic songs, drowning what would have been a wonderfully tense hubbub. It’s surely time for marketers

  to take the Benaud oath: I hereby promise that when I cannot add anything, I will add nothing. England resumed with only 20 to defend but with Anderson restored, and his first over upped the

  intensity again – a superb, testing maiden. The batsmen then clambered three when Pattinson squeezed an inside edge past leg stump from Swann, between two scampered singles the second of

  which restored Haddin to strike for Anderson’s next over. Each ball now was being feted with fervent if anxious cheers, and the fifth met roars as it passed Haddin’s bat. The bowler and

  fielders looked unsure, and Aleem Dar shook his head, but Cook went to the DRS as though by popular demand, which turned to unconfined joy as the replay confirmed the tiniest of inside edges.

  Somewhere, Stephen Fry was in hysterics.




  Day One




  WEDNESDAY 10 JULY




  Close of play: Australia 1st innings 75/4




  (SPD Smith 38*, PJ Hughes 7*, 21 overs)




  ‘Staying positive’ is usually presented as one of cricket’s cardinal virtues. But after the hectic opening of the XL Ashes of 2013–14, both teams might

  do well to invest in the power of negative thinking.




  One wicket after another at Trent Bridge today fell to a mix of hard-handed pushes and attacking strokes that were woolly if not outright wild, like the nervous humming of a happy tune to tamp

  down a rising sense of panic. Another forty-nine days are allocated for these back-to-back Ashes series; on initial indications, there will be time left for muck-up games with mixed teams.

OEBPS/html/docimages/about.jpg
ASHES
T0 ASHES





OEBPS/html/docimages/tp.jpg
GIDEON HAIGH

ASHES
T0 ASHES

How Australia Came Back
and England Came Unstuck, 201314

SIMON &
SCHUSTER

don- New Yok Spdacy ToontoNew Dl
A CBS COMPANY.





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
GIDEON HAIGH

ASHES
T0 ASHES

How Australia Came Back
and England Came Unstuck, 201314

A

SIMON &
SCHUSTER
London- New York - Sydney -Toronto - New Delhi
A CBS COMPANY






OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





