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  David Gower was born in Kent in 1957, but spent much of his early childhood in East Africa. He was educated at King’s School, Canterbury, and soon after joined

  Leicestershire. He made his England debut in 1978 and went on to win 117 Test caps, scoring a then-record 8231 runs, and captained the side on 32 occasions. He also played for Hampshire, and

  retired from the game in 1993. Subsequently, he has had a second highly successful career as a broadcaster, being one of the team captains of the long-running game show They Think It’s All

  Over, and he is now the host of Sky’s Test match coverage. He lives in Hampshire.
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  THERE’S NO EASY ANSWER . . .




  Life is good. The alternative, I have to say, is not something I am particularly looking forward to but that is not really my point. Somehow I have arrived at this point of my

  life, happy in middle age, to know that I have achieved things that others have not and happy that for all the ups and downs that are an integral part of life as a sportsman, I can look back with

  great satisfaction on two careers: one as that sportsman and one, still I hope very much extant, as a broadcaster, both of which I have hugely enjoyed and both of which have been deemed by others a

  success.




  That last point too is vital. Nobody I have ever met in cricket, not even the most introspective, the most selfish of players – you know who you are, you don’t need me to point you

  out! – has ever survived on personal satisfaction alone. That is not how it works. It is surely not why any of us would play the game, any game, especially a team game, just to be smugly

  pleased with ourselves at the end of the day because we have done well.




  Far more valuable is the warm glow that comes with the pat on the back, from one’s captain, from one’s team-mates, from those that applaud from the stands and those that welcome you

  at the back of the pavilion at the end of the day. Personal pride and selfish satisfaction can get you through a day when you might have thrived while others and the team have

  suffered, but it is a consolation, no more than that. The greatest moments are those balcony moments, one of you with a trophy in hand, the rest jubilant in celebration of a job well done.




  It is twenty years since I consigned my bats to now unused ‘coffins’ in the attic and folded my England sweaters for the final time before they too were laid to rest next to the

  water tank in one of my original official touring suitcases, adorned with the blue, red and yellow stripes, the MCC touring colours under which we still toured in my first days as an England

  player. In that same suitcase are the blazers, a couple with the braid and the crest, George and the Dragon, that were formal issue to all who represented England up until the Eighties, when

  England decided to be England all the year round and the MCC ties were dropped. And you can take ‘ties’ in whichever sense you see fit.




  Since then I have met four kinds of people. There are those who have not a clue who I am, or was, and could not give a monkey’s. There are those who remember the good times and say thank

  you for all the pleasure, which I will take any time and which adds to the pleasure I undoubtedly got from those good times too. Then there are those whose image of me is of the lazy left-hander

  with the great gift of guiding the ball with inestimable ease into the hands of second slip.




  There is one other type: the man, never a woman, who wants to ask every question under the bloody sun about the current state of the game, who the best batsman is today, who was the best in your

  day, who was the fastest bowler you ever faced, what about Kevin Pietersen, is IPL going to kill Test cricket, who do you work for now, are you still in cricket, why did you never think to leave

  the ball outside off stump? – all in quick succession, and each question following on, before you have had a chance to answer the one before. He is the man for whom the

  12-bore was invented.




  Now I don’t mind one little bit – in moderation – talking about the game that has made my life what it is. I would like to think there are other topics out there too and many

  other aspects of my life and others’ which would be that much more interesting to explore, but I have to admit that I am still looking for some of the answers to questions posed to me, and

  which I have posed to myself in those rare moments of self-analysis, which maybe I should have tried more often.




  This book could well have been called There’s No Easy Answer; not much of a title, I grant you, not even much of a subtitle, but a clue nonetheless. Because there really is no easy

  answer to the question so often posed about me: why, during the hundreds of innings I played for Leicestershire, Hampshire and England, could I some days wield a bat with instincts nigh on

  perfectly attuned for every ball I faced, and on others give a passable impersonation of someone trying to play cricket while wearing a pair of diver’s boots?




  I came to realise that this wasn’t a normal condition. To an extent, every batsman has to strive to achieve that ideal state where brain and body function in harmony with bat, but I

  discovered that not every player had to work quite as hard as I did to get into the right frame of mind.




  Why could I sometimes do it, and sometimes not? This wasn’t just a mystery to other people. It was often a mystery to me.




  In the early days, when I was but a gifted amateur masquerading as a professional cricketer – if £25 a week qualifies you as a professional, which I doubt – ignorance was

  indeed bliss and fear of failure, fear of anything for that matter, any sense of obligation – they were all still to come. All I had, all I needed, was that schoolboyish, yes public

  schoolboyish, enthusiasm for playing the game and having some fun with it. When it worked it was great but I got the message very quickly and very clearly from Ray

  Illingworth, my first captain at Leicestershire, and all those who had vested interests in my development, that my attitude and approach would have to harden if this was to work as a career.

  Luckily, that message never entirely got through!




  Obviously, enough of it did seep into my subconscious to allow me to succeed at the highest level but as the years rolled on, the truth is, the game seemed to get more complicated, not easier.

  Throughout my career, I would look for signs, search for a feeling. Was this to be a good day or a bad one? I may have looked relaxed to the distant observer, but as with the infamous duck gliding

  across water there was usually plenty of furious paddling going on underneath. There were, thankfully, many days and long periods where the game did seem comparatively easy; those times when form

  rolls from one day to the next and when one would look forward to and anticipate each and every day. At other times the struggle often started hours before I ever got close to taking guard, often

  when I woke in the morning and continued through breakfast, the journey to the ground, and pre-match warm-ups (of which even I did a few). But I usually did not get any real sense of how things

  might go until I walked out to bat and prepared to face that first delivery.




  Generally, I liked the big occasion. I could feed off the buzz of a large crowd better than most. I didn’t often fail badly at Lord’s in front of a full house, and a ground packed

  with hostile Australians could stir the soul in a wonderfully positive fashion. But it wasn’t guaranteed. To me, the litmus test for a player is how he feels as he walks onto the field in

  front of a capacity crowd. If he feels his chest swelling with pride and feels those competitive juices flowing, all is well and he is in the right place. If he feels maybe cowed, frightened

  (anxious is okay, which counts as naturally and sometimes usefully nervous) or diminished at that moment, it is, you could probably say, not a good sign.




  The clearest example of that I ever saw was at the MCG in a one-day international shortened by rain. We had batted first and, thanks to Allan Lamb, posted a decent total.

  As we took to the field to try and defend that total, something close to 90,000 Aussies in that enormous stadium created an atmosphere that would have tested even Muhammad Ali. As Allan Border

  – it was apparently a day for Allans with two ‘ells’ – walked out to open the innings you could pretty much see him sucking in the atmosphere, swelling as he took every

  step, and by the time he took guard his eyes were blazing with intent. Bowling the first over for us was Norman Cowans, who to be fair to him had been having a pretty good tour in Australia, as

  well he might. That day he was like Samson after the haircut and what might have come out of his hand at 90mph the day before emerged at what the Aussies call ‘half rat power’. I was at

  midwicket and found myself doing the 70 metre dash to the boundary a couple of times in that first over as the ball was smashed over my head by AB. In those moments the game slipped away from us

  – and it was that ferocious atmosphere that did it.




  Sadly, there were days when it got to me like that too. Sometimes, rather than feeling uplifted by the atmosphere, I would be stifled by it, hobbled by nerves. You do need nerves, but the good

  ones, the ones that give you a positive tension, a sort of buzz that brings you sharpness and energy. The bad ones bring lethargy and doubt. On those bad days I would be overcome by a cloying

  tension, a tautening of the spirit that stopped me doing what I wanted to do.




  Before going out to bat, I would usually prepare by trying to keep my mind as relaxed and clear as I could. I knew this was an important first step to playing well. Doing a crossword was always

  a handy way to calm myself down. The worst thing was to allow yourself to fret, sitting in a chair with all your kit on, waiting for your turn to bat, watching those before you. If they made it

  look hard it certainly was not going to help your own mental preparation, and even if they made it look easy it did not guarantee that you would be in the right frame of mind

  when your turn came. That way, you could be all but mentally wiped out by the time you actually came to walk out to the middle.




  How I prepared depended to an extent on what position I was batting. If I was in at three, I’d have to be padded up from the start, and ready to go, and I’d probably have a little

  look at how the game was going for a few overs, just to see whether the ball was seaming or swinging . . . hopefully it was doing neither! But I wouldn’t watch for long. I was not that good

  at sitting and watching. I’d have to get up and walk around. I’d usually keep half an eye on what was happening, at least to start with. And if a wicket fell early . . . well, off you

  went. Let’s go and play.




  Sometimes, having kept an eye on things as my mates above me in the order did their bit, I would opt for the horizontal in the dressing room, sleeping or at least half-sleeping with, I promise

  you, the brain ready to respond the moment that wicket fell.




  The perfect example of that was in a match which could not have been more crucial for me, and so I treasure the memory, as one does when things go well. It was the final Test match against India

  in 1990, the final game of the summer at the Oval, and there was speculation as to whether I’d done enough to get on the Australia tour that winter. I needed a score and was under a fair bit

  of pressure. We’d had a poor first innings – I’d had a poor first innings – and we needed to bat around five sessions to avoid defeat.




  It was the fourth afternoon, and Graham Gooch and Mike Atherton started our second innings. They got in and got going. I watched a bit to start with but by the time Gooch was out, with about 40

  minutes left in the day, I’d been flat out in the dressing room for some time, not a hundred per cent asleep exactly, but in that alpha state where you are largely resting. The brain was

  still ticking over but not operating with the kind of feverish energy it would have been had I sat on the edge of my seat, waiting. I heard the crowd respond to the fall of a

  wicket and got myself up. I had no idea what had been happening . . . how Gooch had got out, who was bowling. But by the time I’d put on my gloves and looked out at the light, I was

  completely switched on.




  I walked out to the middle with no preconceptions, and played out those last 40 minutes as though it was the simplest thing in the world. I thought, ‘God, this is good.’ My mind was

  completely uncluttered. You can watch too closely and make things difficult for yourself; how team-mates go about things is not necessarily the way you have to do things. That evening

  batting felt delicious. I came off at stumps thinking it was a shame to stop.




  The next day, I am happy to report, I batted all day to secure the draw – and my place on tour.




  These days you often see players sitting in the dressing room plugged into music (at least, I assume it is music). More thought is now given to how players can get into the best frame of mind to

  perform well, although even in my time at Leicestershire we used to have a sports psychologist who would make up tapes for those who wanted it – self-affirmation stuff designed to boost

  self-confidence . . . ‘I’m good at this game’, ‘I’m the best’, ‘I can do this’, that sort of stuff. It wasn’t for me but I accept that it was

  right for some others. Ian Botham thinks it is a lot of mumbo-jumbo and anyone who needs such help should be in hospital. His preparation was a cup of tea (during the day only) and a game of

  three-card brag at the back of the dressing room, which was all he needed to relax. It’s all a matter of what works for you.




  To an extent, batting is a performance. Half the battle is kidding the bowler, but also yourself, that you are the dominant force. Of all the great batsmen I played against, Viv Richards showed

  the way best. His walk to the crease was just awesome. Every swaggering step oozed confidence and reeked of studied arrogance. Whether it was a conscious desire or not, it

  succeeded in portraying to his opponents and pretty much anyone within a ten-mile radius of the ground, even those listening on radio, a sense of absolute invincibility. Displaying a lack of fear,

  and an air of dominance, is the art of batting, especially against fast bowlers who we all know can hurt you if you make even a small misjudgement. There is nothing to be gained from visible

  exhibitions of self-chastisement or frustration. They only encourage the opposition. The best players are their own psychologists. What others have to learn about self-belief, they possess

  instinctively. In their own minds, they really are the greatest.




  I think I came close to that now and again but would never put myself in the same league as Viv or our mutual great mate, Botham. Ian had – has – many a talent both on a cricket

  field and elsewhere, and one of his greatest assets is the ability to portray an unwavering self-belief. There were times that I saw that self-belief tested. Viv’s lot, the West Indies team

  of which he was the superstar and which he led with proud determination to continue the winning ways set by Clive Lloyd, was about the only one capable of denting even Beefy’s great

  self-confidence – but never for long.




  I once did a Q&A session in the Nursery Pavilion at Lord’s, just prior to an Ashes tour. Beefy and I were on stage, long since retired I might add, with the BBC’s Pat Murphy

  chairing the discussion. The topic came up and I deliberately asked Ian if he had ever suffered even a moment of self-doubt. The answer, predictably, was an emphatic ‘NO’.




  I can tell you honestly that I did have times of self-doubt, agonisingly so, and I will tell you of those later. I lacked the swagger of a Richards or Botham, but what I did have, I think, was

  an ability (which could be something of a double-edged sword) for looking relaxed at the crease. Believe it or not, I did work at maintaining a casual demeanour. I wanted to send a message to the

  opposition that I was unfazed – and unafraid. My general air was not born of super-confidence, far from it. As a young man I was pretty shy and insecure, traits I masked

  with flippancy. My act worked better with some opponents than others: Dennis Lillee, who bowled at me a lot, reckoned that although I exuded confidence I was not quite so sure of myself inwardly,

  to which I can only say, ‘Well spotted, Dennis!’ But an element of anxiety tended to bring out my best and I didn’t mind receiving a bouncer first up if it jolted me into action.

  Some days the tension would dissipate almost the moment I reached the crease, on others it could take twenty minutes to settle and sometimes the whole thing was just agony!




  As an observer, as I have been for the last twenty years, it always strikes me that the greatest trap for the commentator – and for the non-professional spectator, for that matter –

  is the assumption, the expectation, that every player on display that day will be physically and mentally at a peak, primed to do great things. I am full of admiration for those that produce

  consistent feats of high performance but ever mindful, I hope, that the mind is not a perfect tool, that it can let us all down at times and that learning to deal with mental challenges is probably

  the greatest skill of all in professional sport.




  As a batsman, all those years ago, it was as simple as this: If I felt good as I walked to the crease it would be the most obvious thing to show that I felt good; a spring in the step, a

  confident sounding call of ‘two please’ to the umpire to take guard, and a breezy look around at the close fielders, maybe a cheery ‘Morning’ to the wicketkeeper if he was

  standing up to the stumps. If the inner me was having not such a good day, it had to be a conscious approach to do exactly the same thing and the hope was that only I would know it was

  pretence.




  Either way, the same old question lurked in the semi-consciousness: was this going to be a good day, or a bad one? During my 117 Test matches, I usually took guard highly

  unsure of the answer, uncertain whether I was about to sink or soar. I scored 8,231 runs in those 117 Tests but it was an ongoing struggle – and one that, towards the end, I often felt I was

  losing.




  Once I was batting, it usually didn’t take long to get an idea about how things would go.




  All being well, by the time you’d reached the crease you’d responded positively to the applause of the crowd and the sense of occasion, and felt uplifted. Hopefully, the mixture of

  anticipation and nerves experienced in the dressing room were slipping away and instincts were starting to take over. You would be feeling fully switched on, bright-eyed and alert. When that

  happened, it was a great feeling, a lovely feeling. You took guard and thought, ‘Come on, let’s do it.’ You felt you had a real chance of controlling your destiny, of scoring the

  runs that were rightfully yours.




  On other days, though, the tension just would not lift. It stayed in your chest, and was sometimes so pronounced you could really feel it physically. I could take guard in the normal place but

  my stance might feel just wrong, awkward. I could suddenly and worryingly realise that I was not watching the bowler’s hand or the ball properly. I might be lunging rather than moving.

  Nothing was quite in sync and I’d be churning inside, thinking how do I get myself together and inject myself with the will to score runs? On the worst days it was genuinely as though I had

  forgotten how to bat.




  Sometimes, the heavy feeling in the chest went away after a few minutes, and you would think, ‘Actually, I’m all right.’ But if it lasted much longer than that, it usually

  spelt trouble. Built like me with an instinct of, ‘See ball, hit ball’, you soon knew whether that instinct was in good working order or not. If it wasn’t, I would have to try and

  make a plan, to try and leave the ball or block it – what do you mean you don’t remember ever seeing me do that?! – and pray that the depression hanging

  over me would lift. Why it was sometimes there I really do not know. Maybe it is a chemical thing. I would defy any doctor or psychiatrist to explain it. But if you couldn’t find a way of

  coping, you could be in for a lot of sitting in the corner of a dressing room moping, trying to finish a crossword.




  I didn’t often make runs when an innings started badly. One time I did was in a Test match at Sydney in 1980, when I scored 98 not out but was truly, spectacularly awful for the first 40

  runs. I had been out of touch for a while and threw bat at ball in desperate abandon. The slips spent half the time with their arms in the air in incredulity at my outrageous good fortune as the

  edges flew over their heads. But then suddenly I found I was ‘in’ and actually playing rather well. The second half of that innings was a thrill. I’d gone from lucky little

  bastard, to the Australians genuinely no longer knowing where to bowl at me. It was as much of a surprise to me as it was to them. Mike Brearley, my captain, said that I must have played and missed

  thirty times.




  The line between good and bad – between being labelled genius or schoolboy – was always fine. Whenever I was batting, the difference between the ball bouncing off the advertising

  hoardings at deep point or nestling in the hands of third slip was miniscule. All it took for a particular stroke to go horribly wrong was for me to be late by a very small fraction of a second.

  Such were the complexities of timing.




  One of the problems was that I did not have the ability of a Geoffrey Boycott to analyse every last aspect of my technique. If Boycs had a problem, he could adjust his elbow by two degrees, his

  right toe by five degrees, and say, ‘Got it!’ And everything would be all right again. But if my game was not working, I would be going, ‘Argh! I don’t know what’s

  going wrong here . . .’ At times like that you need someone at the other end, preferably someone whose opinion you value and respect, to get you back on track. In my

  later years at Leicester, when the mood swings could be almost bipolar in nature, I got a lot of useful albeit normally gruff advice from one of the toughest men I have seen on a cricket field

  – Peter Willey. Even Botham would not mess with him! He knew my game so well, could spot what was awry, and tell me straightaway if, for instance, I was a little too open in my stance or

  shuffling too much, as I tended subconsciously to do in an effort to get myself going. The better I was playing, the smaller my trigger movements would be – a little move back and across, a

  little gentle press forward. When things weren’t quite right, I would start thinking about where my feet were and what my backlift was doing. When that happened, you really had to work hard

  just to keep afloat. It certainly wasn’t much fun.




  I am minded of something that Boycs used to say to me time after time (as we have noticed over the years, he is not averse to repeating himself, particularly if he thinks it a good line). His

  theory was that if we could put together my ability and his brains, we would have one hell of a player . . . which was true up to a point. But I’d hate to have to live life like that. I quite

  like my brain and the way it works most of the time, although I do concede it does not contain much in the way of northern grit! The fact is, Boycs and I are hewn from different pieces of rock.

  I’m sandstone, he’s granite. They both have their uses.




  To me, concentration was the ability to keep the inner voice quiet – an inner voice that nagged at me to do the extravagant thing, to take the big risks, play the eye-catching shot. I had

  some lively exchanges with this mischievous little voice, which would whisper in my ear, ‘Next time the ball is anywhere near off stump, it’s going for four through cover’, or,

  ‘Isn’t it about time you had some fun with this guy? Over the top of extra should do it’. This voice always talked a more exciting game than the sober

  professional voice I tried to summon in reply and probably sounded something like Raymond Illingworth, that first county captain of mine and an exiled Yorkshireman (why is it Yorkshiremen seem to

  know all the answers?) who knew your wicket was something you should never give away for free. ‘Just watch the ball, lad. See what happens. Take your time.’ That, I know, is what he

  would have said. Ah, Raymond, if only I could have listened to you and you alone.




  When I was concentrating really well, he says, sounding rather like Molesworth, batting could be wonderfully simple. You would stand there, weight nicely balanced, bat held lightly yet firmly,

  feeling comfortable and relaxed, watching the bowler go back to the end of his mark, turn and come in . . . you’d follow the bowler, follow the ball, and simply decide whether to play the

  ball or leave it. There would be an absolute calmness to what I was doing, even to the way I switched off between balls, which for me was as important as switching on for the ball itself and

  absolutely key to staying fresh enough to bat all day. I might add that in terms of my stamina for a day at the crease or in the field I was naturally a fit young man but never a great trainer.

  There is absolutely no danger of me ever, for instance, looking at a country lane and thinking I’d like to run down it.




  It was all a question of tempering your ambition and keeping that little inner voice quiet. Too often, the mischievous voice won.




  I admit I sometimes succumbed to people’s perceptions of me as someone capable of playing in a lovely relaxed style. It was nice to have that reputation and to an extent I traded on it. If

  Beefy’s cricket was all about muscular energy, so mine was supposed to be all about timing and style. When good judges say you are one of the best timers they’d ever seen, it is hard

  not to try to live up to the reviews – even if just as many people seemed to say, ‘I hate to see you get out that way’, as commented, ‘I love the way you do that.’




  I preferred to think of the latter rather than the former. You not only give the paying spectators what they want but prove something to yourself – that you are

  still on top of your game, I suppose. I loved to see the ball fly to the boundary boards as much as everyone in the stands. Hit the ball on the up through the covers? Not easy, but manage it and

  I must be playing well . . . Yes!




  There was a temptation to play to the image, partly because it was fun to do so and partly because it saved having to change into something that I felt, deep down, I wasn’t – and

  never would be. I was what I was, and still am: laid-back, casual, call it what you will. It suited me to be that way. In my mind it lessened the hurt of failure; it was a way of saying,

  ‘Well, okay, there’s always tomorrow.’ But it hurt all right . . . don’t think there weren’t times when I damaged dressing rooms after I’d got out!




  I reckon that with any sport if you have to think much then you are already in trouble. I know that today when I go shooting, if I have to think about what I’m doing, it’s not going

  to work. As soon as things work instinctively then you are in a good place. When I see a batsman rehearsing a shot out in the middle, or a bowler analysing his grip, it’s not working. My

  ideal was to know in my own mind that things were right and I’d happily be there, leaning on my bat between balls, chatting to someone, before switching back on when I saw the bowler running

  in. At times like that, the world felt good.




  This may sound romantically airy, but in a sense although I became professional enough to do well, I always retained a strand of amateurism in my game. On a bad day I was 80 per cent amateur and

  on a good day 80 per cent professional. I have to admit that. People say, you’re an intelligent bloke – sort of – surely you worked out what gave you the optimum chance of

  producing your optimum performance? Yes, but that was not quite the animal I was, or am. I got, for want of a better word, bored, and sometimes it was a boredom I could only

  fight by injecting proceedings with artificial interest – such as trying to score all my runs on one side of the wicket. Well, I tried it once, and not while playing for England. That would

  have been a complete abrogation of responsibility although in one Test, against India at the Oval, I did take guard about a foot outside leg stump in response to Atul Wassan bowling deliberately at

  or wide of my leg stump. I did consider how much of a pillock I might look if I then could not reach a straight one!




  Even today, when I’m working for Sky TV, I like to think that I am more professional than ever but still have fun, and there’s an ethos there which allows and encourages us to do

  that. Yet there will still be the odd day – only the odd day, honest! – where you go, in exactly the same way as of old, ‘Okay, I’ve got to do this, or we don’t go on

  air, but . . .’ That’s me. I can’t do it any other way.




  For me, one of the hardest things was getting into the right frame of mind to perform well day in, day out. Playing one good innings was both very difficult and very satisfying. But to repeat it

  was another challenge altogether, especially because if any little self-doubt surfaced it was not difficult to use it as some sort of excuse for saying, ‘Er, well, I got a hundred yesterday .

  . . Do I really have to do it again?’ The internal battle has to take place early. Those battles seemed to get tougher as the years went by. My time at Hampshire, the last four seasons of my

  playing career, was a mix of pain and pleasure inextricably intermingled. I loved being a Hampshire player but found myself at times completely at odds with myself and the game. I remember one

  championship match against Derbyshire at Portsmouth. I was not out overnight and had batted well enough on that previous day but as I crawled out of bed and drove the 40 minutes to the United

  Services Ground I just wasn’t looking forward to going out there at 11am to take on Ian Bishop, who was obviously going to be running in and bowling fast. It was one of

  those days when I hoped that the competitive, professional urges would kick in by 10.55am, but they just didn’t. I didn’t last too long, we lost by an innings and I ended up later

  looking at myself in the mirror without much liking what I saw.




  I look at some players and think it very impressive to be so driven that you want to be the best every single day, or at least to be as good as you can be every day. I found that the best I

  could do was to be the best on certain days but human and flawed the rest of the time.




  In the early days, I thought cricket was a pretty easy game. Playing at school and then setting out with Leicestershire, it seemed so beautifully uncomplicated. I hadn’t yet learnt proper

  fear, that sense of mortality that comes after you’ve taken a blow or two from really fast bowlers, or a run of bad form for England. Even when I began international cricket, naïve

  blond-haired youth that I was, the game held no fears. I know I was lucky starting against some relatively weak bowling attacks, but it still seemed there was not much to be confused about. There

  was only fun to be had learning what I did not know. I scored a hundred in my second one-day game for England, hit my first ball in Test cricket for four – rank long-hop though it was –

  and scored three Test centuries by the age of 22. I was quickly dubbed the ‘Golden Boy’ of English cricket.




  Sadly, life did not continue to run so smooth, and once the genie of self-doubt was out of the bottle it was not always easy getting it back in again. I soon realised I had not quite nailed the

  game as I thought I had.




  These battles came to a head during the last few years of my career. Things began to go wrong on a tour of Australia in 1990–91 under the captaincy of Graham Gooch

  – perhaps you’ve heard about me piloting a Tiger Moth plane in a prank that failed to amuse the team management – and never quite recovered.




  By then my ‘dilettante’ approach was falling out of favour with the new regime running England cricket, one that put store by perspiration rather than

  inspiration. My second spell as England captain had recently ended in a heavy Ashes defeat – a bitter reversal of the glory of 1985 – and my way of doing things was out of fashion. They

  didn’t want people who could contemplate going to the theatre after a day’s cricket (you might have heard about that too) or indeed people who had any sort of hinterland beyond

  sport.




  What I think really irked them was that I didn’t particularly buy into the concept of being seen to try for the sake of being seen to try, while that is exactly what they thrived on

  – very visible displays of effort. There is a fine line between doing only what one feels one needs do to be ready for a Test match and a rebellion, but it seems that they thought I was a bad

  influence on younger players who might prefer my methods to theirs. But I had been around long enough, and led my country enough times, to hold my own views about how things should be done. And to

  my mind running a team of sportsmen as a humourless dictatorship was not the best way to go.




  My relationship with Gooch was fraught even before the Tiger Moth incident. In a Test at Sydney that we’d needed to win to keep alive our chances of regaining the Ashes, we’d got off

  to a bad start, Australia batting for virtually two days for 518. Gooch made a speech about us having had two poor days and it being time for us to pull our socks up. It was true but it struck me

  as being such a negative way of looking at things and sent my blood boiling. I wanted to focus on the crucial task that lay ahead now that we were about to bat, not what had gone wrong beforehand.

  I just burst out,‘Skipper, we need to be a lot more positive about this . . . I don’t want to hear that we’ve had two bad days. I just spent all night thinking about batting, my

  mind’s on batting, as far as I’m concerned we can do something about this game. I don’t want to hear that we’re crap.’ I stormed out and headed

  for the refuge of the nets, a strange place for me to find solace, where I later bumped into a couple of the boys including Gladstone Small and they said, ‘We agree with that.’ I was

  absolutely boiling.




  That I scored a hundred was partly down to me rather needing to after such a public tirade. It was one of those times when I certainly did not lack for motivation – the determination to

  prove Gooch was talking rubbish, and the desire to put on a show against Australia, helped things click into place, although I played shots in that innings which were far from risk-free. It was a

  hell of a mental effort but I simply felt I had to score runs and my reaction on reaching that hundred was unusually forceful. As I hit the ball, I actually said to myself, ‘Yes!You little

  ripper!’ It was a very Aussie expression but it was exactly what I felt. It was just such an important thing to me after the argument I’d had with Gooch.




  That was also what made the later Tiger Moth episode so infuriating. In my view what John Morris and I did in taking a short flight from a neighbouring airfield that was literally minutes from

  the ground at Carrara, on the Queensland Gold Coast, was no more than a harmless bit of fun. John and I had both batted – he had scored a century, for heaven’s sake, and I had made an

  entertaining and crucial 13! Throughout the match there had been a fair bit of interest among the players at the frequent comings and goings at the airfield. There had even been a couple of

  low-level visits from two Tiger Moths, which was what got me thinking whether we couldn’t kill a bit of time while our innings continued by popping across the road to hitch a ride. We had to

  wait a little while but kept in touch with the ground by phone and knew that Allan Lamb and Robin Smith were still batting.




  Of course I couldn’t resist asking the pilot, whose name, believe it or not, was Bruce, to fly low over the ground and we came through between the floodlights at 150

  feet. Lamb and Smith, guessing our identity as Lamb had been privy to my musings on the possible escapade at lunchtime, pretended to shoot us down with their bats. I spoke to Bruce via the kitchen

  funnel and plastic tubing which was our comms equipment and asked him to do another run over the ground before instructing him that we now wanted to head for the beaches to check out the gorgeous

  blondes in their bikinis and so get full value for our $75. Ideally, the management would never have known but word got out and questions from the press at close of play alerted them to the fact it

  was us up in those planes earlier in the day. But good grief . . . no one was hurt and no one died. It was no more than a warm-up match and for a change England were on top. We might even have been

  about to win a match for a change (as indeed we did the next day, although for me the celebrations were rather dampened by other events).




  The management simply didn’t see it like that and Gooch and Micky Stewart, the manager, hauled me in for a chat the next morning at the hotel. This quickly turned from an inquisition about

  the prank to my general enthusiasm and motivation. My motivation? Christ, I had got a hundred at Sydney – having practised privately with Hampshire team-mate Cardigan Connor because

  I’d got fed up of Stewart breathing down my neck – and in the Test before that got another one at Melbourne. I’d top-scored in both innings of the first game at Brisbane. We were

  losing the series 2–0 and they were worried about my motivation? I asked them whether they’d had a look at how some of the others in the team were performing. They weren’t

  impressed, saying that I had set a bad example to the younger players.




  For the next few days telexes and pigeons were exchanged with the Test and County Cricket Board in London as they worked out what to do about this grievous lack of discipline. Lambie, who, as

  vice-captain had sat in on the original inquisition in Carrara, largely giggling quietly to himself, told me that they wanted to put us both back in a plane – but a

  rather bigger one with BA written on the fuselage – and send us home in disgrace. Luckily, I think, the final pigeon returned with the message that the maximum penalty according to the tour

  contract was a £1,000 fine.




  On the eve of the fourth Test in Adelaide I was called in by Peter Lush, the tour manager, a decent, reasonable man, who I must say by now had the look of a man who would have preferred not to

  have been involved in all this and just wanted to draw a line. He delivered the news. A £1,000 fine it was. It seemed a lot for a 20-minute flight and steep compared to the lighter

  punishments meted out on the tour for issues such as dissent on the field. Phil Tufnell, bless him, was allowed more leeway having been caught coming in, decidedly the worse for wear, after an

  all-nighter in the casino, as we were all heading to the ground on the first day of that Adelaide Test. He admittedly had not been named in the XII for the match but there is a rule that even if

  that is the case every man is to be fit and available on the morning of the game in case of a genuine, not self-inflicted, illness.




  Anyway, just when Lush thought that was that and we could all get on with the rest of our lives, I asked him,‘How do I pay the fine?’




  ‘It will be taken at source from your tour fee.’




  ‘Is that before or after tax?’




  ‘After.’




  ‘Do you mind if I pay cash?’ You could see his face drop. Looking suitably pained, he said that, yes, I could pay in cash and I handed over the $2,500 AUD that I had just earned from

  a little freelance writing. Now we could move on.




  What was really irksome was that from then on my form collapsed. It would be facile to blame the heavy-handed treatment I felt I had just suffered but, whatever the reason, for the rest of

  the tour everything went out of kilter and I could not buy a run. Little more than two weeks after being in the most sublime touch, and hitting the ball at my instinctive

  best, I was back in one of those patches where I barely knew what was going on. It didn’t help that I was under pressure to justify myself, having just told Gooch and Stewart how good I was.

  On the third morning of the match I walked out to bat with the score 137 for three and smiled as the man in charge of the PA system at the Adelaide Oval played ‘Those Magnificent Men in Their

  Flying Machines’, proving that Aussies do indeed have a proper sense of humour. Certainly more so than our management!




  Sadly, that was the last thing I had to smile about for a while. As fate had it, we were in a bit of trouble and Gooch was still batting when I reached the middle. All that was in my mind was

  surviving the rest of the morning session, but things didn’t feel quite right and I had already shifted my guard to outside leg stump when to the last ball before lunch I got this leg-side

  ball from Craig McDermott that I could just about reach. It was too tempting to let go but the moment I hit it I knew I had got it wrong. It sailed straight to Merv Hughes at backward square leg,

  one of two men posted deep for just the pick-up shot I had played. I spent much of the lunch break sat in a corner of the dressing room asking myself over and over, ‘Why the hell did I do

  that?’ Gooch sat in another corner smouldering at my stupidity.




  To make matters worse, when I was out cheaply caught at second slip chasing an off stump ball in the second innings of the last Test in Perth, Gooch had the temerity to accuse me of not trying.

  He could not have been more wrong. I was trying all right. It was just that nothing was working any longer – and for that I felt he and Stewart were largely to blame. My response was

  unprintable. Fortunately, no blunt instruments were within reach – well, there must have been a bat or two nearby but in current form I would only have played and

  missed or at best just nicked him – otherwise I might have been guilty of more than violent language.




  My struggle lasted well beyond that tour – in fact, I soon entered the worst slump of my career, so bad that I genuinely feared whether I would ever recover. We played a few games in New

  Zealand at the end of the tour and Gooch had several moans there. Words were exchanged one day at practice in Christchurch and there was a restaurant conversation in Wellington in which we agreed

  to disagree about pretty much everything, although I assured him I still wanted to play for England. I knew I was heading for a spell in the wilderness with England and feared I might never return.

  By the middle of the 1991 season, that was looking like a racing certainty.




  Gooch felt my enthusiasm was on the wane and wanted evidence that I was still committed. ‘Go away and get some runs,’ he had originally said. ‘Show me how keen you are.’

  But early on in that summer he had said other things that suggested to me that whatever I did I hadn’t much chance of playing for England. I was still keen but our disagreements had got into

  my head. I was starting to think that maybe the Gooch-like steeliness that insisted every innings must be made to count was indeed the way to go. I was trying. But the harder I tried the

  worse things got. As I have said, I found achieving that ultra-professional approach the hardest thing in the game. I admit now that I failed.




  People say that I didn’t practise enough, but I practised hard that year. The trouble was, the harder I practised the worse things got. So black was my despair that I could hardly see the

  ball. I began to question everything. I managed one fifty in the first two months of the season. It got to the stage where I had to ask Mark Nicholas to bowl me some gentle trundlers in the nets at

  Southampton simply to get used to hitting the ball in the middle of the bat again. I’d lost it completely and was in a blind funk. What made it all the more frightening

  was that I’d entered territory I’d not been in before. ‘Surely I know how to play this game?’ I’d say to myself. ‘I’ve done it for long enough.’ But

  I really wasn’t sure that I did know how to do it any more. Basically I had to rebuild my game from scratch.




  Looking back now, it was plainly a confidence issue. I’d gone through bouts of self-doubt before of course, but never anything this bad and it had created a great big tear in my instincts.

  Until the tear was repaired my game was useless. In the end, Bob Woolmer, who was coaching at Warwickshire, put me onto a chap called Brian Mason, who was a psychologist of sorts and a keen cricket

  fan. Bob brought him down to see me during a match at Portsmouth and Brian and I met several times. I tried to pretend, I think, that this was not really my sort of thing, classic self-denial. But

  Brian’s commitment to helping me out of my near terminal slump was total and it dawned on me that if he was prepared to put such immense effort into getting me back on track, then I should

  certainly match his effort and take on board everything he could tell me. There was a lot of stuff about how the brain works but the main spur was that here was someone, who had no particular need

  to, who seemed to care more about me than I did myself. Brian’s interest was what I needed to draw me out of my trough of self-pity and despair. Ultimately only I could heal myself but it

  sometimes takes a while to be honest enough to accept this. I needed someone who was otherwise uninvolved to help me find a way out of the darkness. Goodness knows what my Hampshire team-mates

  thought of me that year.




  England recalled me the following summer during a difficult series against Pakistan. Wasim Akram and Waqar Younis were causing all sorts of problems with their fast swing bowling and after two

  matches Pakistan were 1–0 up. This was a spicy enough challenge in itself on my return to the side after eighteen months away but an added dimension to the game at Old

  Trafford was that I needed 34 runs to overtake Boycott as England’s leading run-scorer. I wasn’t big on records but this had been one motivation for getting back in the side (as was the

  fact that I needed one more cap to go past Colin Cowdrey’s England record) and my proximity to Boycott’s 8,114 runs had been a big talking point in the media for some time. I was a bit

  nervous starting, and had a couple of slices of luck edging through the slips and being put down at first slip, but this was one of those occasions when I overcame an uncertain start to play well.

  I went past Boycott with a cover-drive to the boundary – a proud moment even if my turbulent relationship with the management meant that it was as much a relief as anything to finally get

  there. I should have scored more than 73: a century was there for the taking and we were in a battle to save the follow on. But I failed to play myself in again for the afternoon session and fell

  to a flash outside off stump, as if to prove that you don’t always learn the lesson you think you’ve learnt. It was a wasted opportunity.




  One evening during that game, I took a taxi ride with Gooch. I can’t remember all the details about the evening but I’m pretty sure we hadn’t just shared a candlelit dinner for

  two. Somehow, though, we ended up in the back of the same taxi on our way back to the hotel.




  For all our differences, I was well aware of the enormous efforts Graham had gone through to turn himself into a highly successful cricketer. I envied him his discipline and determination, and

  as I say I had tried to learn something from his approach even though it was alien to me.




  At one point I just said to him, ‘Well, how do you do it?’ The subtext to which was, I’ve tried to maximise my ability, but am damned if I can do it.




  And he just said: ‘Well, either you want to do it, or you don’t . . .’




  I knew then it had been a mistake to ask. The element of portraying to the world, and in this case your captain, your own determination to succeed is a better trick than

  going, ‘Well, how do you do it?’ If you are 20 years old and just coming into the side, ‘How do you do it?’ is a perfectly reasonable question. But when you are 35

  and have played more Tests than anyone else for England – as I had at that time – it sounds too much like an admission of weakness.




  I don’t know if Graham remembered that conversation or not, but I was to play for England only twice more.




  When I look back I sometimes wonder: if I could have jettisoned my amateur instincts, could I actually have turned myself from Cavalier to Roundhead? The answer is still no. All I could do was

  come to terms with the fact and console myself with the thought that there was still a lot of good in my career. And there were some amazing highs. After all, not many people have captained England

  to victory in the Ashes and in a Test series in India. I averaged almost as much as leader as I did when playing in the ranks, so I was able to cope with the burdens of leadership. I averaged

  almost 50 at No.3, one of the toughest positions in which to bat. And I converted almost half my 18Test centuries into scores of more than 150.




  Could I have done better? Yes. Should I have done better? Well, maybe.




  When I retired, I think I realised that there were things, many things, that I could have done better, or at least differently. However, I firmly believe that time spent pondering one’s

  regrets is time wasted and I certainly felt that I’d done enough to feel more than satisfied.
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  AFRICAN ADVENTURES




  I possess a couple of photographs of me as a small boy wearing shorts but no shirt. It is the attire of a child attuned to outdoor life. The hair is trademark blond, bleached

  by the sun. I’m around five or six years old and in both pictures I am holding a cricket bat. One shows me facing the bowling of my father at the Gymkhana club in Dar es Salaam; the other is

  taken outside the modest cottage I later lived in with my parents in Goudhurst, Kent. These were the two places we called home, the places around which my early life revolved.




  The Gymkhana was where my father, like many colonial officers, spent a lot of his time. Richard, or Dickie as he was known, had gone out to Tanganyika – now Tanzania – in the early

  days of the Second World War and spent the bulk of his working life there. He had been barred from military service thanks to poor eyesight – fortunately not a shortcoming that proved

  hereditary, or I might have wafted at even more deliveries than I did outside off stump – so after leaving Pembroke College, Cambridge he opted for a career in the colonial service as the

  next best option.




  This was an extraordinary time in East Africa, with the British ruling over a triumvirate of colonies in Kenya, Uganda and Tanganyika, and it was men like my father who

  ran the place from local government up to central government level. The first thing he had to do was learn Swahili, which was a first step to becoming what amounted to a tribal elder, and thus

  armed he had for many years charge of several thousand square miles across the Ukutu region in northern Tanganyika, with all sorts of people under his command. The locals would go to him with their

  problems and he would effectively act as judge.




  One of my regrets is that because he died when I was so young we never really spoke about all that he did in a big way, but I believe he gained a reputation as a fair-minded, authoritative

  figure. He didn’t need to be sergeant-majorly but he did need a sense of fairness and an ability to adjudicate on right from wrong. In this, he was probably helped by his own father having

  been a judge in the African colonial service.




  Dickie was the youngest of three boys and both his brothers served in the war. Derek, the middle son, was killed in the D-Day landings and John, the eldest, had a distinguished role commanding

  destroyers.




  It was a long time before I discovered the full story of what happened to Derek and John. Derek was a lawyer but had signed up at the outbreak of war as a private, was assigned to the Royal

  Artillery and before long was identified as officer material and sent to Officer Training Camp. He spent virtually the entire war in training exercises in preparation for D-Day. He was to be a

  Forward Observation Officer, or ‘FOO’, arguably the most vulnerable role in the entire war. In the days before drones, the Allies had to send out observation tanks to work out where the

  enemy was and direct their own side’s shells accordingly. Each FOO had with him a driver and radio operator, and the tank they shared had a dummy gun on the front and a cleared-out turret in

  which the FOO sat with his maps and slide-rules. These were the men who put the fool in foolhardy, one might say, but someone had to do it.




  Derek survived the mayhem of the Sword beach landing at Hermanville on 6 June 1944, and on the following day his regiment pushed into the Normandy countryside. Outside the town, there was a

  gentle slope up to a ridge where it transpired the Germans had a second line of defence consisting of 88mm guns, the most effective guns of the war, bedded in and looking down over the town,

  perfectly positioned as Derek’s tank emerged into the open fields. An 88mm shell went straight through the turret, killing Derek and his driver instantly, although amazingly the radio man,

  though terribly wounded, survived. He was 28 years old.




  While this was happening, John was only a few miles away on HMS Swift off the coast of Ouistreham, the port for Caen. His ship had been among the initial wave of navy vessels to come in

  for D-Day, his first task to bombard targets on Sword beach. He had already had an eventful war, taking part in the Dunkirk evacuation, escorting convoys through the Arctic Sea and towing to safety

  a stricken submarine off Norway. The previous day he had, in typical Gower fashion, against orders, rescued 80 men from a torpedoed Norwegian destroyer, the Svenner.




  Two weeks later the Swift went over a mine, literally blowing it up, and blowing John off his feet. But he had been taught as a notable athlete how to flex his knees and avoided injury

  while many others suffered broken limbs. Not that he said as much when he subsequently filed his report to navy command, saying simply, ‘I was blown off my feet but luckily landed back on the

  bridge and was able to command the evacuation.’ The boat quickly sank but only a handful of crew were lost. The contrast between John’s fortunes and those of Derek could not have been

  starker. One was amazingly lucky, the other not. Awarded the Distinguished Service Cross, Uncle John lived to the ripe old age of 95.




  When I eventually visited the war cemetery at Bayeux, where Derek’s name is engraved on a vast memorial, I found it unavoidably emotional. The cemetery itself is

  heartbreaking in its sheer size and beauty – thousands of pristine graves, laid among perfectly mown lawns and beautifully tended flowers. There is no grave for Derek though. In his case,

  thanks to that 88mm shell, there were no remains to bury so he is one of many who suffered a similar fate, all remembered by name alone on that memorial beside the cemetery. The simplicity of the

  entry is hard to bear, listed among so many others of the fallen in a section for the Royal Artillery, a section of five Captains who would almost certainly have all been FOOs, and the more

  poignant for him sharing the same initials as me. And there was a Remembrance Day card left by John: ‘To my brother Derek, still miss you terribly.’




  From the photographs I’ve seen of Derek in captain’s uniform, he just looks like a nice, gentle man, doing the right thing by his country. People used to comment on my sangfroid at

  the crease and I remember Pat Pocock once saying of me, ‘Confront him with a firing squad and he’d decline the blindfold.’ Well, maybe. There again, maybe not! In reality,

  I’ve no idea how I would have coped had I been asked to go off to war at the age of 21 rather than make my debut in a Test match. Our generation just can’t comprehend what our fathers

  went through. Keith Miller’s comment about pressure has been much repeated, but it seems particularly apposite in the case of my family. ‘Pressure? Pressure is a Messerschmitt up your

  arse.’ Any pressure I experienced was a pin-prick compared to what my uncles went through.




  There was actually something of a seafaring tradition in the family, as a late eighteenth century ancestor, one Erasmus Gower, circumnavigated the globe before becoming governor of Newfoundland

  and returning to England to live and die in the cricketing cradle of Hambledon. Given this adventuring pedigree, it is somewhat unfortunate that I should be remembered for

  some ill-timed exploits sailing a boat in the Caribbean Sea while my team were losing to the Windward Islands, and flying a plane over the heads of team-mates during a match in Australia. My genes

  really should have known better.




  Many of my memories of my father relate to sport, either me watching him play or him showing me the basics of some game or other. I suppose sport was the main bond between us. When we moved to

  England he put up a cricket net in our garden and took me to watch all sorts of professional sport around the Midlands, of which there was plenty: rugby at Leicester Tigers, football at Nottingham

  Forest and Leicester City, and cricket at Grace Road and Trent Bridge. I saw both Graeme Pollock and Gary Sobers bat, experiences which must have provided some sort of inspiration. I was eight

  years old when I saw Pollock score a Test century. He was, of course, a left-hander, an absolutely awesome player to watch and always one of my favourites.




  My father was a good sportsman, certainly a better all-rounder than I ever was. He got a hockey blue at Cambridge but not cricket because unlike me he was committed to building a professional

  career and focused on exams in the summer months. He was also very capable at golf and tennis. As far as I was concerned, his job after he finished work was to bowl at me, kick a football with me,

  or show me how to use a golf club (not that I was ever much good at that!). These were all activities I could happily mess around with by myself for hours on end if there was no one else I could

  rope in. In fact, all I really recall from my childhood is mucking around with balls. Thus at a crucially early stage I learnt something about sporting mechanics.




  It should be pointed out that my father started me out as a right-handed batsman, even though it was my inclination to pick up a bat the other way round. It was my mother, Sylvia, who eventually

  persuaded him to let me stay as a left-hander, which was absolutely the right thing to do. This may not have happened without something of a struggle, as the photograph of me

  facing my father’s bowling at the Gymkhana club – when I must have been about five years old – shows me doing so right-handed. (Incidentally, Graeme Pollock’s mother tried

  to get him to switch to being a right-hander when he was a small boy, without success.)




  Of course, I naturally spent a lot of time with my mother when my father was at work, so clearly there was scope for her to bring her influence to bear in coaching terms, and her bowling duties

  in the garden should not be forgotten. She had played cricket at school and her side of the family was very sporty, with her father, Percival Ford, playing second XI county cricket. Indeed, various

  branches of our family have displayed talent for a variety of sports, including athletics, rowing and croquet.




  I am a right-sided person in pretty much every respect, though I could describe myself as semi-ambidextrous as there are a few things I do naturally with my left hand, including dealing cards.

  Tagged as a left-hander with bat in hand, people always seem surprised if I sign an autograph with my right hand but I would steadfastly – and pointlessly, I suspect – argue that even

  in this regard being a ‘left-hander’ allows my right side to dominate, as it is my right eye and, more importantly, right hand that ‘lead’. I have long maintained that

  left-handed batsmen are misnamed. They, or rather we, should be called right-handers and everyone else should be described as left-handers. But I accept that isn’t an argument I’m going

  to win.




  Home life in Dar es Salaam was pretty idyllic. Initially we lived in a house out by the beach but later moved to a big house nearer the golf course and Gymkhana. It was a typical colonial

  upbringing. We had a cook, gardener and maid, or ayah – a local woman who acted as friend, confidante and babysitter – and they all lived with their

  families in half a dozen huts at the back of our house. My playmates were their children and I remember having one friend in particular – his name now lost in the mists of time – with

  whom I would charge around the garden looking out for the snakes and hornets that so often lurked under our house which was built on stilts partly to keep out such unwelcome creatures. If we found

  a snake, the garden boy would beat it to death with a rake, much to our excitement. I would go to their house to drink strong, very sweet tea. Those memories are far stronger than anything I ever

  got up to at the international school I attended. Up to the age of six, when I came back to the UK, I would have been bilingual. I spoke Swahili to my father and English with my mother.




  My parents got married relatively late. Their courtship started when my father was back in the UK on leave, and it must have been tricky given the enforced separations, but my mother was herself

  born to parents who travelled to Africa, so the idea of starting a new life overseas would not have been strange. Her father Percy had been a railway engineer in Kenya and she had been born in

  Mombasa, returning to England with her sister Elizabeth for their schooling. Their families had in fact known each other in Nairobi before falling out of touch and then renewing contact back in

  Kent. Unbeknown to the family for many years, my mother had worked for MI5 either side of the war in an office in London, so service to king and country spread wide across the family.




  My parents were married in the village church in Goudhurst in 1954 and I came along three years later. My father was then 40 and my mother 38, so perhaps they knew there would probably be no

  more little Gowers on the way after me. I like to imagine that as their only child they both doted on me!




  For some reason it was deemed a better idea that I should be born back in Kent (which is a shame really as Tanzania has yet to produce an England Test cricketer), so my

  heavily pregnant mother returned to deliver me into the world at Pembury Nursing Home in Tunbridge Wells. Apparently I was due on 31 March but clung on grimly to make April Fool’s Day 1957

  – due punishment for my tardy timekeeping.




  My middle name of Ivon was, and still is, something of a family name. My paternal grandfather – the one who was a judge in Kenya and who sadly died before I was born – was called

  Ivon Llewellyn Owen Gower, and my cousin, Christopher, Derek’s son, also named his son Ivon. Ivon is more of an Anglo-Welsh name than a purely Welsh one, but however diluted there was clearly

  some Welsh blood in my lineage. There was reckoned to be land in the family in Pembrokeshire two or three generations earlier, which an errant ancestor had gambled away in a moment of boredom, and

  a connection with a place called Castell Malgwyn, now a country house hotel, in Cardigan.




  I certainly regarded myself as Welsh enough to claim allegiance at school to the Wales rugby team (largely because they happened to be quite good at the time). For even vaguer reasons I

  supported Leeds United at football (and they too happened to be top of the tree back then). This would not have concerned my mother one iota except that when I insisted on possessing a replica

  Leeds kit she was none too happy to discover that it consisted of white shirt, white shorts and white socks, all of which could have been easily purchased at any sports shop, plus a measly little

  LUFC badge which she was required to sew on herself.




  As soon as my mother was fit to travel, back we both went to Dar es Salaam by plane on a journey that in those pre-jet days required several stops en route. We might have lived there happily for

  many years but Independence changed everything. This was a period when Britain was divesting itself of its remaining colonies and Tanganyika was granted hers in 1961, becoming a Republic in

  December 1962, soon followed by Uganda and Kenya. Everyone in the British colonial service in Dar es Salaam had the choice of leaving straightaway or staying on through an

  interim handover period until Julius Nyerere took control as president. My father had the option to stay longer to advise the Nyerere administration through its early years but decided in effect to

  leave the new rulers to their own devices and we went back to Kent.




  What I remember most vividly was the road trip we took across Tanganyika before leaving. Out of Dar es Salaam we headed in our Cambridge blue, state-of-the-art Ford Anglia, along lots of dirt

  tracks, bound for the Serengeti with a couple of suitcases perched precariously on the roof rack. One vision I have is of my father swearing furiously as the roof rack slid off, dumping those

  suitcases unceremoniously onto the road in a cloud of dust. We saw lions sleeping in the branches of trees at Lake Manyara and got chased by an elephant in the Ngorongoro crater – the

  excitement of the moment heightened when the driver momentarily stalled the Land Rover! We saw rhino, leopard and buffalo, all at close quarters. It was magical stuff.




  I went back to Ngorongoro many years later, soon after the new millennium, and the change was dramatic. Back in the early Sixties, there was one lodge and a few log cabins on the crater rim,

  with a handful of vehicles taking people into the park. You could drive around in solitude in near pristine conditions. When I returned, it had become something of a racetrack with vehicles

  jostling for best position, and countless lodges on the rim. I’d love to be able to visit now, with that part of the world as it was back then, wilder and uninhabited and as it should be.




  After all that, we put our car on the boat out of Dar es Salaam down to Beira in Mozambique, and then drove into South Africa, through the Drakensbergs to Cape Town, where we boarded the

  Union Castle and sailed for home, my parents observing the old ritual of dunking me in the swimming pool when we crossed the Equator. We must have returned home pretty

  much on my sixth birthday.




  That road trip was my first serious exposure to wildlife and, little though I then knew it, triggered a lifelong love affair with Africa. Perhaps the memories grew all the more golden because we

  never had another family trip quite like it. There was once a skiing trip to Davos (the start of what was to prove a shaky relationship with the Swiss Alps) but many of our subsequent holidays were

  taken in Scotland with Uncle John, who rather bizarrely retired from the Navy to run a Butlins camp.




  I returned to safari in Africa many times and became involved in various conservation charities. The next time I went was no less glorious. I was in my mid-twenties and busy with cricket, but

  managed to find time to sign up for a ten-day safari in Kenya with my then girlfriend Vicki (my interest had been rekindled by a tiger-spotting trip to the Kanha Reserve during my first tour of

  India with, of all people, Graham Gooch). By anyone’s standards it was pretty luxurious. There were the two of us with our guide,Tor Allan, in a Range Rover, with a second truck for the

  staff, consisting of two or three chefs, a house boy and riggers who set up camp. There was a tent for us, a tent for Tor plus a mess tent that included a kerosene fridge full of champagne (my one

  showbiz request was for a case of Bollinger to be on hand for our arrival, which sounds precious when I look back on it now but never mind . . . I’ll get over it). Each day we’d return

  to camp with hot water ready in a canvas shower tank, cold drinks and delicious dinners cooked on hot coals in what was in effect a suitcase in the ground. The only downside was that every sound

  carried for miles across the savannah; if a lion roared it sounded like it was two feet outside the tent and Tor’s assurances that it was actually two or three miles away didn’t make it

  any easier to sleep.




  The whole thing was an extraordinary experience. I also made a useful acquaintance. On our way from Meru, in the north-east, to the Masai Mara in the south-west we stopped

  at the Ark lodge in the Aberdares. There we met an Indian tiger conservationist called Fateh Singh Rathore, whose big personality was matched by a large moustache and safari hat, and who had gone

  to Kenya to see how wildlife was managed there. Fateh Singh had said that the next time I was in India I should look him up at his Ranthambore reserve, which I duly did and had some great sightings

  of tigers. I returned in 2011 through some work I did for the World Land Trust, one of my charities. The place was much changed with new hotels but still fabulous.




  The conservation work came later. I had befriended an English businessman called Nicholas Duncan while playing grade cricket in Perth and he was passionate about supporting wildlife parks in

  Zimbabwe. Over the years he was to involve me in fundraising events whenever I visited Australia. The challenges for the Save African Rhino Foundation have grown over the years as the political

  situation in Zimbabwe has deteriorated. Originally, to put it bluntly, whites were in charge of the national parks and the head rangers were white, and you could give money to them knowing it would

  go to the right places. They’d purchase the vehicles and equipment needed to manage the parks effectively and prevent poaching, but these people got sidelined by an increasingly

  Mugabe-dominated black government that put deadbeat ministers in charge who barely knew what an elephant looked like.




  Nicholas, a charming and totally driven man, was undeterred. Continuing to raise funds, he bypassed the heads of the parks and went straight to the men on the ground. I did three or four trips

  with him to Zimbabwe, to play fundraising matches in Harare and Bulawayo. We invited all sorts of people to come and play and made a point of involving the South Africans as well as the Zimbabwe national team. It meant that the likes of Mike Procter and my great hero, Graeme Pollock, came to play and they were absolute stars. My wife Thorunn and I also helped to host

  a safari through Zimbabwe, Zambia and Botswana, with half the guests from Australia and half from the UK, which involved some ‘Ashes’ cricket matches between the Poms and Aussies on the

  trip. One particularly memorable encounter took place in Botswana on an airstrip in the Okavango Delta in which anyone fielding in the scrub either side of the runway was in serious danger of

  falling into bat-eared fox holes!




  There are thousands of issues in the field of wildlife conservation but the most stunning disappointment has been the dramatic rise of rhino poaching in South Africa, which of all the African

  nations ought to be best placed to deal with this problem in that it is less impoverished than many. Unfortunately, the Kruger National Park is vast and difficult to police and 180 rhinos were

  killed there in 2012 alone; in the country as a whole, 650 were lost in the year, a huge increase that shows much work remains to be done.
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