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  In memory of my grandparents – Bob, Doreen, Danny and Mary.

  
    I owe you so much.

  

  Not only were you a huge support to me, you proved amazing role models who taught me that there is nothing more important in this life than family. If I can keep my own family as
  close-knit, I will be a very happy man.
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  Grumpy

  One of life’s preconceptions is that fast bowlers are all made from exactly the same stock: leaders of men, ultra-confident, with rippling muscles, rhino-hide skin and
  superhero strength. The alpha males of the cricketing jungle, the cocks of the walk; some have been rumoured to be partial to slabs of raw meat.

  Traditionally they’ve been bred tough, as labourers in coal mines or on building sites. From an English perspective, you will know the kind of characters I’m talking about here:
  Harold Larwood, the godfather of the art, and Fred Trueman, a man whose clan reveres him as the best fast bowler Yorkshire has ever produced (which therefore also made him the best in the world, of
  course) and who spent every waking hour living up to his nickname, Fiery Fred. Darren Gough and Andrew Flintoff are their modern equivalents.

  Well, I’d better make the confession now. This fast bowler’s wired up differently. Living proof that not all fast bowlers are chiselled from granite, possess the necessary physical
  prowess to wrestle polar bears to the death or the personality traits of what folk might call a man’s man. Call me a bespoke model, if you like, but those archetypal characteristics passed me
  by. To be fair, it’s hard to make aggression look convincing when you’ve spent your adolescence aiming to avoid it as the class short-arse. You see, until a
  ludicrous growth spurt at the age of fifteen, I stood about 5 ft tall, and, unlike my predecessors, I’ve never had to worry about whether my bum looked big in whites.

  There was no pull-yourself-up-from-your-bootstraps start for me either, coming from a well-to-do, middle-class family from Brierfield, just outside the Lancashire town of Burnley. My dad’s
  lighting equipment was not strapped to a helmet. I am the son of an optician, not a miner.

  Some people are almost born to be fast bowlers because of the size and shape they are blessed with. But it was not until the fifth form at school that it appeared likely that I would make
  Burnley’s first team let alone England’s. Of course, I’d never stopped dreaming, much the same as other cricket-mad lads – I always thought ‘James Anderson,
  international cricketer’ had a nice ring to it, and I regularly pretended to be an England player when I was battling against my mates David Brown and Gareth Halley on my mum and dad’s
  drive.

  Now if you’re interested enough about me to be reading this, you either like your sportsmen to be dour or you believe there’s more to me than you see on the field. Because,
  let’s face it, there’s not much getting away from the fact that I do a rather fine line in grumpy whenever I cross the white line. You see, I am fully aware that the general
  public’s impression of me is that I am quite a cantankerous sod. Granted, it’s hardly without foundation. Unfortunately, that is my game face; my work clothes; my uniform. In case this
  one passed you by, in addition to being the modern equivalent of cavemen, fast bowlers are GRUMPY SO AND SOs. We spend half our working lives with our feet up, and, let’s be honest, when that
  is one half of your job description, you ain’t going to be wearing a permanent smile across your clock when the other half is spent in sweltering heat a couple of hours after your batsmen
  have been dismissed for jack.

  However, despite the gurning looks and less than complimentary words I offer towards the blokes standing with wooden weapons in their hands who step into my office, I
  can confirm two things in these initial pages. Firstly, I thoroughly enjoy what I do. Love it, in fact. Secondly, there really is another side to me away from what you see on a cricket field. The
  more established I have become as an England player, the more comfortable I have become in showing other sides to my personality, the side that my wife Daniella and daughters Lola and Ruby know, or
  the one that is familiar to my close mates within the team, such as Graeme Swann and Alastair Cook.

  But, equally, I take my work very seriously. Probably more seriously than you realize. To such an extent, in fact, that I actually practise being confrontational, aggressive and generally
  in-yer-face. I analyse my own performances, not just in terms of my bowling but how I have conducted myself. Because, I have discovered, I tend to be more effective as a bowler when I am chuntering
  at opponents or involved in a full-on and frank exchange of views than when I am not.

  Us fast bowlers tend to have an attribute that gives us an edge over our opponents, and mine is actually being something of a mardy bum. Because I have not got express pace like Shoaib Akhtar,
  nor am I built like a brick outhouse like Chris Tremlett, or look down from 6 ft 7 in like Steve Finn, I need something else in my armoury as a fast bowler to help give me that edge over the
  batsmen.

  In international sport you are always looking for that extra something that gives you an advantage in a contest. A lot of the time the skill alone will play the biggest part, but when you come
  across someone who is just as good a match, if not better than you, you need that little bit more, that other thing. My thing is the chat.

  Obviously not everyone is susceptible to a verbal duel and so I choose my players wisely, or at least I like to think I do. My aim is to get under their skin and bring
  them out of their comfort zones. For example, there would be no point in getting into a verbal challenge with someone like Ricky Ponting, an opponent who soaks it up, becomes more determined and
  plays better because of a bit of niggle. Nor, if I came up against him, would I joust with Kevin Pietersen because he is another batsman who thrives on it.

  For different reasons, I wouldn’t really go at someone like Sachin Tendulkar – and that has nothing to do with his superior ability or elevated status in the game. He just
  doesn’t get drawn into it, so you are expending your energy for nothing. Whenever we’ve played against India in recent years, I would be more likely to have a go at Rahul Dravid,
  another of their supremely talented players, for the simple reason that he would have a go back. Because, in general, as soon as opponents start talking back to you in between deliveries, they have
  been drawn out of their comfort zone, knocked out of kilter, lured into an area not natural to them.

  Batsmen do not generally head into the middle looking for a chat. They tend to have a quiet focus on the job in hand, so I feel I am on top whenever they do start chirping, and as though I am
  the only one who can win that battle, generally. Let’s face it: when a batsman starts talking back he is concentrating on something else other than the red spherical leather object I am about
  to hurl down at him. Think how heavily the odds are stacked against the batsmen. It takes just one ball to get them out, and that ball will arrive at some point; lose focus and it might come sooner
  than anticipated, so they’re on to a loser in my book.

  The most obvious example of that came during the 2010–11 Ashes when Mitchell Johnson was at the crease. Having the last laugh in a verbal exchange can seldom have been more publicized
  thanks to the popularity of YouTube.

  To set the scene on the occasion in question, during the third Test in Perth I was very friendly towards Mitchell when he arrived in the middle. Now our Mitch had not played in the second Test
  in Adelaide, and I had missed him, so I simply inquired as to where he had been and what he had been up to. I was genuinely interested.

  Yet I must admit it was a bit of a surprise when he came back with: ‘Just been doing a few photo shoots, mate.’ After getting dropped, surely his time would have been better spent in
  the nets striving to get back into the Australia team. It was an observation I thought I had better share with him, and as far as I was concerned my quip put me 1-0 up early in the contest.

  Throughout his stay at the crease, words were exchanged back and forth, until he truly snapped, wandering a few yards towards me, where I stood at the start of my run-up, to inquire: ‘Why
  are you chirping now, mate, not getting wickets?’

  Now I am not a bloke renowned for his sense of timing but I couldn’t have followed up any better. My next delivery beat Ryan Harris’s defensive push and castled his stumps. Cue
  elaborate celebration towards Johnson, and a not-so-subtle suggestion from me that he button it. Of course, it was a pretty decent reply, that. However, to be fair, Mitchell had the best comeback
  of the lot when he followed up his half-century with 6 for 40 to set the series-levelling win up for them.

  I can be pretty stubborn, and don’t generally do backing down when engaged in a duel, which explains my actions during the first Test of that 2010–11 Ashes series. I had been having
  an exchange with Shane Watson, and although he was keeping me out, I felt as though I was in the ascendancy. For some reason, at a certain point in the proceedings something triggered a memory of
  what Mike Atherton had once told me. That you always win the battle as a batsman because you can stand your ground, and have a right to do so, whereas the bowler eventually has to turn around and
  saunter back to his mark. In one-upmanship, the batsman’s won.

  Even the prospect of Watson thinking he was on top riled me, so when after one delivery we got into a bit of a stare-off, I refused to back down. He stood there, gazing right at me, not moving,
  so I did exactly the same back. There was no way I was willing to blink first, so instead of turning around I started walking backwards, maintaining eye contact as I
  went.

  A few yards back I considered that it could end really awkwardly, if I collided with the umpire or tripped on the back of one of my boot heels, but I kept going in reverse all the way, and,
  unusually, he refused to break his stare either. This was strange because Watson is a bit of an obsessive-compulsive about walking away from the crease between deliveries.

  This time, however, he remained steadfast and, naturally, I considered that making him do something different was taking him out of his routine. To be honest, I will upset a batsman in any way
  that I can. Until I’ve seen the back of them. Having maintained his attention all the way back to my mark, without so much as a flinch from either of us, I shoved my hand out towards Alastair
  Cook at mid off in anticipation of him lobbing the ball into my palm.

  Cookie, having latched on to what I was doing, later informed me it was the most pressured he had ever felt executing an underarm throw! He just had my right hand, arched like a claw, to aim at
  but thankfully I managed to see the ball coming out of the corner of my eye, and maintained my necessary degree of cool by refusing to turn my head. My gaze was fixed on Watson as I ran all the way
  to the crease, its termination only coming as my head dipped in delivery stride.

  I have never been one to back down and, without a doubt, my best attribute is an inherent will to win. Since I can remember, I have been obsessed with winning. Whatever I do, whether it’s
  an international cricket match or a game of darts or cards with the lads waiting for the rain to stop, it has to be competitive. And if it’s competitive, I want to come out on top. As a boy I
  wanted to win at everything, and that competitiveness has never left me.

  Earlier in my career, I guess, I so wanted to do well that my aggression often stemmed from frustration more than anything else. If things were not going as I wished, and I was bowling badly,
  I would be mad with myself and end up taking that anger out on opponents.

  It has only been in recent years, since working with Mark Bawden, the England team psychologist, that I have been able to control and channel that aggression positively. Mark has effectively
  helped me use my competitive edge to ensure I am operating at the very top of my game. So, whereas in the past it has revealed itself in its basest form, my antagonistic streak might actually be
  considered creative.

  Mark’s take on my on-field personality has encouraged me not to worry too much about image – although I am acutely aware that I have a responsibility not to go too far, and sometimes
  get a bit too close to the mark. I perform at my best, and this is something Mark and I both recognize, when I create a direct battle between myself and a certain batsman. So that the contest
  extends beyond each ball that I send down, and each one that the batsman repels, to the words we exchange.

  I have never been shy of offering advice to batsmen but what I can say unequivocally is that I am so much better at delivering it these days. In the past, I might have let the verbals take over
  from the main show. Now, however, I actively ensure that as soon as I have a go at someone, it is forgotten, so that when I turn around and walk back to my mark, I become completely focused on the
  next ball. There is a technique to clearing your mind of everything external.

  When I am out on the field, with ball in hand, I constantly think about whether sledging someone will aid the team cause. Obviously, first and foremost I think about where I am bowling the ball,
  exclusively so when, with a clear head, I am trudging back to my mark between deliveries. And if I have said something to the batter, rather than dwell on the context, I am then thinking about the
  ball I have just bowled, and where the next ball should be going.

  There has to be clarity about your game plan, and developing the skill of switching on and off, and becoming wiser in selecting who to undermine and how, can improve a
  bowler’s effectiveness. It certainly has in my case.

  Being this clinical about it takes no little amount of practice, and there is no doubt in my mind that the mental side of the game is something that you can get better at. After each day’s
  play in a Test match, or after each one-day or Twenty20 game, I will sit down with Mark and he will ask me where I thought I was in terms of filtering my aggression, and verbally exchanging with
  opponents. If I think I overstepped a line, and I often do, I will say so – the same goes if I could have lured someone in more – and we will effectively mark my performance.

  Reviewing how you have felt on the field can be a cathartic process. For example, if you have not felt at ease in a match for whatever reason and can identify why, it can be stored away for the
  future. And generally knowing in what kind of mood you perform at your best is important. Some people need to be pumped up and confrontational while others need to be quiet and focused, and knowing
  what mood you need to be in to be at your optimum can be important for the team.

  This is where Mark comes into his own. It was no coincidence to me that Mark was working intensely with Alastair Cook when he went through that golden period of form around the 2010–11
  Ashes. His development since has partly been down to attempting to replicate ideal conditions for him to flourish. To score 766 runs against Australia in one series suggests his mindset was
  perfect.

  Knowing what every single member of the team needs to perform at his best is such an important part of a coach’s job in my eyes, and I also believe that team-mates have a responsibility in
  this regard. You should know how every single member of your team ticks within your group environment. Take me, for example. If I have had a bad day with the ball, I generally want ten minutes to
  myself to collect my thoughts. Those ten minutes are an important part of my daily schedule, so everyone leaves me alone. In that period, the last thing I want is people
  coming up and asking me whether they can fetch me a drink.

  Understanding your team-mates is really important as far as I am concerned, and if you can create optimum conditions for each and every individual the team will perform better. Ultimately, we
  all want to be part of a successful side, and that is why I try to get to know everyone else as best as I can. In cricket we all have little idiosyncrasies – whether it is a superstitious way
  of getting dressed or a particular pre-match routine or in the way we prepare or unwind – and Mark Bawden is brilliant at examining what works and what doesn’t for certain individuals.
  Getting to know things like this helps to create the best possible environment for each player to perform in. One thing I’ve always tried to establish is how different guys like others to act
  when they’ve just got out. Once back in the changing room, some people just want quiet, others immediately want a chat. The language you choose to use can be important as well. If you are a
  bit jokey, some might not take that so well; conversely, others might not want you to be too serious.

  Good captains and coaches should be able to adapt the way they talk to individuals, too. There are times when it is crucial for a captain to be able to gee up a bowler – when a partnership
  needs breaking or you are approaching the end of a long, hard day. Finding the right tone to motivate, or even fire up, the bloke you’re chucking the ball to is the skill of a captain. Andrew
  Strauss developed this priceless knack at the end of a long day, when he needed a three-over burst from someone, and I was rarely unhappy when I’m his chosen victim.

  There is no exact formula when it comes to making successful cricket teams but one ingredient I feel is essential, and yet is remark ably overlooked, is an appreciation of the different
  personalities within a team. Cricket accepts all sorts of backgrounds, upbringings, cultures and beliefs, and although you don’t have to be best mates with everyone,
  as you’ve been selected to work together why not get to know each other better? It’s something I try to do whenever someone new comes into the England team, and in turn I would like
  them to get to know me as a person as well. I am naturally a bit guarded when I first meet people, but I make it my duty to be as welcoming as I can, and find out how the new guy likes to act both
  within the team environment and outside it. What annoys me more than anything is people who don’t take the time to do this. Cricket is an individual as well as a team sport, and what works
  for one guy doesn’t necessarily work for the next.

  My personal feeling is that the England team that rose to the top of the world Test rankings was generally committed to getting to know each other better, and this played a crucial part in our
  collective success.

  We’ve also made it a policy to toast individual milestones – if someone has scored a hundred or taken a five-wicket haul, for example – with a beer at the end of a Test match
  day’s play. It means that we stay around the dressing room for an extra half an hour and, as frustrating as that is for our wives sitting waiting at the hotel, from the team’s point of
  view it is very good bonding time. Having others celebrate on-field success with you emphasizes the value of the performance to the group as a whole, and in talking about the day’s play you
  might find some analysing it in a different way or the conversation moving into different subject areas. Fundamentally, that wind-down session is prime getting-to-know-you time.

  This is one of the things introduced not long after Andrew Flower and Andrew Strauss began their coach–captain alliance in 2009, and one that made their England team a more inclusive one
  than previous outfits.

  I know the value of a team that looks to integrate new members because I have always struggled somewhat myself when I have joined a new one. Because in my youth I was naturally reserved
  and tended to keep my own counsel until I got to know people better, I have always acted the same whenever I have been part of a new team. I guess I have not changed much
  in terms of temperament – painfully quiet some would say – since I first walked into the dressing room as a first-team player with Burnley Cricket Club. It took me months to come out of
  my shell as a teenager in the Lancashire League, but that is just indicative of the fact that no matter what team I have gone into I have never initially felt comfortable.

  It was not that Burnley was an unfriendly club, just that I tend to keep my distance as a default position. And I certainly didn’t have much to say to opposition batsmen either when I made
  my debut at fifteen. After all, it’s quite brave to be lippy when you don’t know where the ball is going. If you follow up some chat by spraying the ball everywhere you tend to look a
  bit stupid.

  Over a couple of years I learned about fast bowling on the job against good league batsmen. Almost overnight I went from being fairly average for my age – I did a bit of batting and a bit
  of bowling in eight-a-side Under-13 cricket, and wasn’t great at either – to having the ability to bowl quick. Previously I had trundled in but, as I grew taller, the shock to the
  system hit me: I could bowl seriously fast, I just didn’t know what to do with the ball or how to control it.

  For a shy schoolboy, playing against men – and international cricketers in some cases – was a big test. So was dealing with playing in front of a crowd. Before my debut against East
  Lancashire in May 1998, I had not previously played in a cricket match where people actually came to watch. Sure, the odd mum or dad would have been milling around at junior games but not actual
  supporters – or, more aptly, barrackers.

  There would be a few people on every week for our home games, anything between 20 and 120 for a regular league game, the same group congregating behind the bowler’s arm. Matches during
  early or late season would draw larger crowds still because Burnley football supporters used to park their cars in the cricket club car park for matches at Turf Moor, then
  stick around for a beer in the clubhouse before heading home if it was a nice afternoon. On those days, you could have quite a few hundred watching.

  As a 15-year-old I was liable to spray it about – any kid at that age is, really – and that precipitated cries of ‘bowl it straight’ or ‘get him off’ from the
  regular hecklers. Those with a few bevvies on board were never shy of offering their own assessments, and although public condemnation took a little bit of getting used to, despite being erratic my
  confidence remained intact thanks to regular wickets.

  Confidence is a precious commodity for any cricketer but particularly for a young fast bowler. You’re meant to be all macho, of course, but it’s just as easy to become little boy
  lost when things start going against you. As I have said, not all pace bowlers are packaged the same way. Some are delivered on to the scene in a box marked FRAGILE.
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  Roots

  Most people dismiss Burnley as an absolute shithole, but as a freeman of the borough I am obliged to defend its honour. A town traditionally founded on its mill industry, these
  days people are less inclined to recognize its influence. From a modern perspective, it’s a place that’s very passionate about, and arguably defined by, sport.

  As with many northern towns, its major sports team gives it something of an identity. When people think of Burnley, they tend to think of the football club’s rich history as a founder
  member of the Football League and the famous claret and blue colours.

  The population is about 90,000 and yet for big matches the football club can attract gates of 20,000. You won’t find a better ratio of fans per population in the country, and that tells
  you something of the feeling from the local people towards the team, and to sport in general.

  I have a lot of affection for the two grounds down at Turf Moor – the football and cricket clubs are adjacent – as that was where I spent the majority of my youth. In the summer, the
  cricket club became like a second home, netting with the juniors in midweek and during school holidays, and scoring for the second XI, for whom my dad was captain, at
  weekends.

  During the winter months, a lot of my family would make the pilgrimage down to the football. Later, as a teenager I worked on the gate as a weekend job. Throughout my youth, in addition to my
  natural affection for Burnley I had a soft spot for Arsenal, and Ian Wright was one of my sporting heroes, so it was a great thrill when he came up to play for a season. Chris Waddle had a run as
  player-manager in the late 1990s, and Paul Gascoigne featured half a dozen times in a brief spell at the end of his career, as Burnley threatened bigger and better things.

  Over recent years, the success of the football club and its promotion to the Premier League, albeit for the briefest of stays, provided a real boost for the town at a time when most of its
  publicity was negative. The rise of the British National Party and the race riots of the early noughties dragged it into the national consciousness for all the wrong reasons, so it was a positive
  thing that sport was able to restore some pride in the region.

  One of the main reasons I enjoyed growing up in Burnley was family, and ours is a rather large one. Both my dad, Michael, and mum, Catherine, had two brothers, so I had plenty of cousins to
  knock about with, and did so weekly at our Friday get-togethers. As we all lived in relatively close proximity, we would congregate at Nana Doreen’s house. She would cook a huge potato pie or
  something like that, and everyone would catch up. I used to love Fridays.

  Me and my cousin, Lee, would charge round playing football in the winter, cricket in the summer. It was something I looked forward to all week. Every December we would congregate at their house
  for Christmas dinner. We would eat until it wasn’t physically possible to eat any more. Nana kept bringing out food from the kitchen like a magician pulling a never-ending handkerchief out of
  his pocket. After opening presents the kids would watch in amazement as Grandad Bob fell asleep at four o’clock in the afternoon and snored his way through to about
  seven. This was an ongoing joke with me and my sister Sarah.

  On Mum’s side, we would all go to church on a Sunday and then walk to my Grandma Mary and Grandad Danny’s house. Grandma would cook a chicken, and I’ll never forget that smell
  of food as you walked through the door. As a young boy it was like a magnet to me and just kept sucking me in. I remember those days so fondly, none more than on one Boxing Day gathering when
  Grandma came to me and asked me if I liked my Walkman, not realizing that we had yet to open our presents!

  It’s quite a northern thing, I suppose, for entire families to meet up on a weekly basis but I always found it comforting. After Nana and Grandad passed away, the honours were passed down
  to the next generation, and Fridays have become pizza night. Even now that family time is special to me. In one way, having such a wonderful family lessened my need for contact with my
  contemporaries and meant I rarely felt the need to seek or develop other friendships.

  I had a privileged upbringing on the border of Brierfield, two and a half miles north-east of Burnley’s town centre, and being so close-knit helped. I’ve never been someone who has
  found making friends easy, and so my cousins were my real mates, forming the social network upon which I relied.

  Socializing was problematic for me from a young age. For one, I have always been extremely quiet and lacked self-confidence. To such an extent that I was already a bit of a recluse by the time I
  went to St Theodore’s High School at the age of eleven.

  I was short, skinny and didn’t really have much in common with the other lads, so found it hard to get along. There were no real common interests between myself and the majority of the
  lads at St Theodore’s and because I showed no desire to hang out on street corners, or engage in other anti-social activity, I was viewed as different. And just as with kids of this same
  description up and down the country, being different made me a target for bullying when I got to secondary school. The bullying primarily took the form of name-calling,
  and actually began in middle school. I had quite big teeth as a young lad and so used to get called Goofy or Rabbit. Being vertically challenged, there were references to my height, too.

  At first it didn’t really bother me but with time this wore me down. As an adult, in the environment I am most used to – the dressing room – banter flies around and Graeme
  Swann would think there was something wrong if a day went by without me taking the piss out of the size of his (humongous) chin. But when you’re young, cruel comments about your physical
  appearance can be very hurtful.

  There were a few occasions when I tried to stand up for myself and came off worse for it, most notably on a school skiing trip when I was fourteen. I’d had enough of getting picked on,
  decided to have a go back at the lad who was giving me the most serious grief, and received a headbutt for my trouble.

  I am sure this kind of behaviour happens everywhere. There is always a group of lads that is feared, and make it their policy to belittle people. And, like others who become victims of these
  mindless idiots, I lived in fear of them.

  It meant that from Monday to Friday I just tried to get through the hours of 8.30 a.m. to 3.30 p.m. as best I could. My life consisted of cricket in the summer, then in the winter I would go on
  the football at the weekend and spend the rest of my time ticking off the days until the new year and the start of indoor nets.

  It was not as though I was happy being such an obvious outsider at school, and I did go through a stage in fifth form of desperately trying to fit in with one of the in-crowds. There was a park
  across Ormerod Road and at lunchtime I would go there with quite a few lads and smoke. Peer pressure got to me to such an extent that I ended up doing something that I really didn’t enjoy,
  with people I didn’t really enjoy spending time with, simply in a bid to be liked. You see, part of me has always wanted to belong.

  Even then cricket was the focal point of my life, and, because there was no cricket at school, time spent at Turf Moor became my refuge. Well, I say there was no
  cricket at school but that is not strictly true. There was the compulsory annual match when we entered the Lancashire County Cup.

  This was always one of those games when the majority of our team took their ties and blazers off and played in the rest of their uniform. When it was our turn to bat it was like Russian
  roulette, as you attempted to pick out the barbaric, buckled pads that hurt least from the team kitbag. These monstrosities had been gouging lads’ legs since the 1960s.

  I was one of the few St Theodore’s boys who played for a club, and although I didn’t stand out at Burnley I was much better than anyone else at school, and therefore was team
  coordinator. Teachers did the organizing on annual match days, which mainly consisted of telling me to get off after bowling a couple of overs, and allowing someone else a go.

  Back at home, if sport was on the telly I was glued to it. It had been this way for me for years – from the age of six, I reckon – something I would think quite unusual. Even more so
  when you consider I would sit there and watch an entire fifteen-frame snooker match. Dad showed the same level of enthusiasm, and that is undoubtedly where I inherited it all from. We both liked
  just about anything going that was competitive. Sport was always my escapism, even at primary school. Because my other communication skills were not the best, it was through playing that I
  expressed myself, I guess. My mum used to chuckle at the dedication I showed for re-enacting Olympic events – the hurdles might only have been cardboard and the javelin a bamboo stick but the
  skills were the same. I’ve always been pretty well coordinated, and I would regularly be found chucking a ball from hand to hand, or throwing one against a wall indoors or outdoors. My
  bedroom was home to various self-set training drills: I would throw a mini-football or tennis ball against the wall and as it rebounded I would practise either diving
  headers or diving catches, my bed acting as my crash mat. There was plenty of energy that needed releasing and I’ve always enjoyed throwing myself about.

  When it wasn’t a ball, it would be a dart or a snooker cue in my hand. Even at seven and eight when others were interested in Star Wars, Lego or Meccano kits, I was sports
  obsessed. Only when I got into that lazy teenage stage did I develop a liking for computers but even then I was always active outside the house.

  At junior school, I played short tennis in an indoor centre down the road, and football for the local team, Brierfield Celtic, in addition to cricket for Burnley’s junior teams. At St
  Theodore’s I played basketball. I was the shortest guy in the team and that meant I played centre. I loved it.

  As a footballer, I started off at eight as a central defender, made my way to left wing and finished upfront, scoring a number of goals in my final two seasons before joining Lancashire
  CCC’s professional staff. My first sporting impact overseas actually came as a footballer. Brierfield travelled to France one summer to play in a rather large tournament, the size of which
  was enough to stupefy a 12-year-old. To this day I have no idea why the free kick I bent into the top corner that week was disallowed. I was too shy to ask. Later on, I hooked up with Burnley
  Belvedere, a sports club incorporating rugby, football and cricket teams, just over the back of where we lived.

  Despite the football, though, and the collection of Burnley and Arsenal kits, there was only one shirt I ever wanted to pull on. I always dreamed of playing cricket for England.

  Unless I was on the field of play, I tended to keep myself to myself but I was a lot different with my family to how I was with strangers. The fundamental characteristics of my personality have
  never changed: it has meant I am always cautious when meeting someone for the first time, and don’t tend to give much away. Some people express themselves quite openly, whereas I have always
  been quite guarded.

  Yet ask my uncles and they would give you quite a different picture. They would tell you that within the family environment I always wanted to be the centre of
  attention. I was the complete show-off by all accounts. Once in public view, though, I reverted to type.

  However, I have always craved the role of showman despite it being a role that you would expect to upset my stomach. No surprise then that as a 3-year-old I took centre stage as Joseph in the
  nursery Nativity and threw up down the back of an angel. Throughout my early career I was almost a walking paradox: quiet and reserved, I nevertheless wanted to be the big noise, for all eyes to be
  on me.

  From a career perspective, I have always loved playing in sold-out stadiums. I have never liked games in front of 300 people; give me a packed MCG any day. Growing up I was always content in my
  home surroundings, and in my working life I have become accustomed to performing in front of huge audiences. It gives me a real buzz taking a crucial wicket in front of a full house at an Ashes
  Test or in a World Cup match.

  My growth spurt at fifteen had its obvious benefits for my cricketing ability but was so severe – as with England footballer Steven Gerrard, it turned me from a small frame to a 6-ft-tall
  teenager inside twelve months – that it left me in quite a lot of pain at times. It also meant I went from being one of the smallest in my year to one of the tallest.

  The physical change coincided with the bullying stopping – funny that, eh? – although I still struggled to fit in as we moved into the sixth form. The common room was split neatly
  into the people who tried to be cool and those the cool people considered to be geeks. Much as I do now in the England dressing room, with the young guys and the established players, I held my own
  in conversation on both sides of the divide. Whether it’s talking R & B with Steven Finn or real estate with Andrew Strauss, I can generally get by.

  And get by I did. Although I flitted between the two groups, I was never comfortable in either environment. There were a number of us who dwelt in that middle ground,
  and the truth is I never really got close to anyone at St Theodore’s in seven years. I guess if I’d formed any close friendships then we would still be in touch but suffice it to say I
  cut all ties once I left.

  Social networking sites like Facebook allow for reacquaintance, of course, and every now and again someone gets on my case, asking me for a signed England shirt, but apart from that I have no
  real interaction with anyone from my school days. My best mate was David Brown, who I played with at Burnley, and who went on to play county cricket with Gloucestershire and Glamorgan, but, like my
  cousins, he lived in a different part of town so went to another school.

  Academically, I wasn’t great. Sitting in a classroom for an hour at a time getting talked at was my idea of torture, really, as I’ve always felt the need to be active. Things tend to
  sink in better for me in an informal environment. For example, I have always been a quick learner from coaches. Perhaps it’s because they don’t sit down and talk at you, and
  their teaching is more interactive, that I respond better.

  Not that my relationship with Nasser Hussain, my first England captain, was particularly interactive. Some compared him to an old-school headmaster yet I thrived under his guidance. Although he
  might not have been everyone’s cup of tea, being the intense and fiery character he was, he was brilliant for me. He was always there, lingering on my shoulder, during my first few months as
  an international cricketer.

  Not everyone was fond of his form of leadership but as a 20-year-old plucked from obscurity to take a place on a tour of Australia, he was exactly what I needed. I always felt like he wanted to
  help me, and, crucially, that he backed my ability. After all, he was the England captain who gave me my first chance.

  From the outset, it felt like Nasser was pushing me towards the one-day team when I was called in from academy duty in December 2002. He was always the one who came and
  talked to me, always the one offering advice. He left me in no doubt that he rated me, whereas I was never sure that anyone else felt that way at the time.

  On several occasions, although he was the team leader and one of the mature players, he found the time for me, which, as a young lad coming in, I really appreciated. By his own admission, he
  could be confrontational or irritable and some of the other lads didn’t always enjoy being around him because he was also hard-nosed, bordering on aggressive at times. But I always
  appreciated time in his company, and having him as captain.

  The unmistakable thing about Nasser was his will to win, and how driven he was to make his England team the best it possibly could be. He was always seeking perfection. To such an extent that in
  one of my early England appearances, a one-day game in Perth, with Sri Lanka needing around 100 runs to win with just two wickets intact, while the rest of the team gathered in a huddle for a
  drinks break, he maintained his position at mid off, arms folded, chuntering to himself, unhappy that someone had dropped a catch. It was not good enough just to win. He wanted to win properly.

  Perhaps I saw some of me in him – I have always believed that if a job is worth doing you should do it to your absolute best. If there is a picture to be hung on the wall at home, I will
  check a hundred times that the nail has gone in properly and the frame hangs straight. And I mean a hundred times.

  Sometimes he couldn’t help himself in his quest for perfection. Another incident of note came in South Africa at the 2003 World Cup when, in my best international display to date, I had
  figures of 4 for 23 from 9.4 overs against Pakistan in Cape Town. It was at this juncture that Nasser opted to come up and tell me: ‘Whatever you do from this ball, just don’t go for
  four, it will ruin your figures.’

  Cue a rank ball down the leg side that went to the fence, and screams of ‘Oh no! Oh Christ!’ from somewhere over my left shoulder. Abdul Razzaq took me for
  two more from my final delivery, so Nasser’s warning had gone unheeded.

  Others might have been completely narked by that kind of treatment but to me he was like a friendly sergeant major. And I owed him a lot because he always backed me, and little things like that
  are so important for a young cricketer.

  He also sought to take some of the pressure off me, including setting my field for me on my Test debut, against Zimbabwe at Lord’s in May 2003. Normal practice is for an opening bowler to
  discuss field setting with his captain before the first over, but it was probably due to my tender years that he set mine for me that evening, and neglected to post a fine leg. Three times I was
  clipped to leg for four by Dion Ebrahim in one over, making a pig’s ear of my early figures, and he couldn’t have been more apologetic when he ran across at the end of the over.
  ‘Sorry, that was all my fault,’ he told me. ‘You just concentrate on getting into a rhythm.’

  It was impossible not to feel how much Nasser wanted you to do well, and because of that you wanted to reciprocate. He also had a very dry sense of humour that I enjoyed. I thought him a funny
  bloke then, and still have a laugh with him whenever I see him now. Our relationship was always good on and off the field.

  The same could be said of my relationship with Michael Vaughan, my other captain during my early England years, since he has retired. Unfortunately, however, despite our cordiality now, I
  didn’t enjoy Vaughan as a captain.

  As I say, sometimes as a young fast bowler you just need to know that the bloke you’re pounding into the crease for has his arm around your shoulder, if not physically, then metaphorically
  at least.

  Unfortunately, that is not something I ever felt playing under Vaughan. In contrast, I actually felt alone and isolated when I most needed support. The prime example was when I was recalled for
  the fourth Test against South Africa at the Wanderers in 2005.

  I had spent the first few weeks of that tour, and subsequently the first three Tests, out of favour and therefore bowling at a single stump during lunch breaks, before
  and after play. My tour was one big net, my head was nowhere near international cricket, and because I had been so far removed from the selection equation for the opening matches I wasn’t
  even thinking about playing.

  Of course, there will be those who counter that I should have been, that I was on an England tour and the natural extension of that was that it was my job to be ready. Nevertheless, when I was
  preferred to Simon Jones, and thrown into this game, it was a sudden shock. I was underprepared. By this time, it was five months since my last first-class action. Unsurprisingly, I didn’t
  bowl very well.

  Steve Harmison and Matthew Hoggard shared the new ball, and although I started okay as first change, it wasn’t long before I began dragging it down short and wide. No two ways about it, I
  got clattered everywhere, didn’t really know what I was doing with the ball, or where it was going, and was soon shot of confidence.

  When you feel like that, bowling is a real slog and even starts to feel unnatural. Vaughanie wandered up to me at one point during a spell and asked: ‘What’s up, mate? Radar
  gone?’

  ‘Yeah, I think it has,’ I said, desperate for some backing. All I received was a pat between the shoulder blades and an instruction to ‘keep going’.

  ‘Thanks for that,’ I thought.

  My feeling is that a good captain should know how to talk to each and every one of his team as individuals. I don’t think Vaughan ever had that in him, and it is the major reason
  I’ve not held him in as high regard as others have. You see, from my experience he was not as good a captain as others made out. He was captain of a truly great team in 2005.

  Good captains get players to perform above themselves at times by putting their players at ease, and although a lot has been made of Vaughan’s laconic style, I never felt comfortable
  playing under him. I never felt like he rated me: the language that he used with me was seldom positive and I didn’t like that. My judgement is formed from personal
  experience and while people might accuse me of forming it out of frustration at being out of favour for long stretches – admittedly the majority of his reign coincided with a time when I was
  struggling – I also had a good run in the team between 2007 and 2008 and flourished.

  Even then, during times of sustained personal success, I still didn’t take to him as a captain. All I really wanted was for him to believe in me and my ability.
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  Red Rose Blooming

  This will probably not come as a surprise, me being a sports-mad lad, from a sports-mad family, from a sports-mad town, but I felt just as passionately about Lancashire County
  Cricket Club as Burnley FC in my youth. I grew up as a Lancashire supporter, and when my desire to become a professional cricketer strengthened it was always Lancashire that I wanted to play
  for.

  There would be a group of us – including my dad, and my uncle Mark – that headed down to Old Trafford to watch the odd Sunday League match, and to as many big cup games as we could
  get to. During the 1990s we were spoilt for big matches because Lancashire possessed a fine one-day team that progressed to quarter- and semi-final stages on a regular basis. We didn’t tend
  to go to as much Championship cricket because I was either playing myself or at school, yet it still felt like we spent our whole summers down there.

  I used to love watching them play, and I was the proud owner of the first one-day replica shirt sold by the club, having received it as a birthday present one year. It was actually predominantly
  white, with LANCASHIRE emblazoned across it in blue and red letters. All the counties had similar kits that year – the name and the colours being the only difference.

  Lancashire’s success in that period earned me my first ever trip to Lord’s, as a 12-year-old, for the Benson & Hedges Cup final against Kent in 1995, a
  match that was won despite Aravinda de Silva scoring a brilliant hundred. It was a bit of an adventure from the North West. Dad drove down, we found somewhere to park and had a decent walk to the
  ground. We sat at the Nursery End, just to the left of where the media centre is now positioned. In those days, an English cup final had that real sense of occasion about it, like the FA Cup
  equivalent at Wembley, the Boat Race or the Grand National, and I remember quite a few incidents from it vividly – Lancashire made 274 for 7 and David Fulton’s response was to walk out
  in a sun hat and pull one of Wasim Akram’s first balls to the boundary. But Lancashire kept taking wickets at crucial times and although De Silva obviously played well, it was all but over
  when he holed out to Graham Lloyd going for his fourth six.

  Afterwards we strolled on the sacred Lord’s turf – a few more excitable supporters ran on the second the thirty-five-run win was clinched – savouring the moment and the
  atmosphere. We wandered about in front of the pavilion to witness the trophy presentation, and I clearly recall thinking how much I wanted to be up there, part of a successful team like that,
  playing in front of that many people. Twenty-odd thousand to see you play for Lancashire at the home of cricket – it was the stuff of dreams to a Burnley lad.

  As a Lancastrian, and this applies to Yorkshiremen, too, the club badge is revered from a young age. There’s a huge passion for the two roses counties and you grow up wanting to wear a
  rose on your chest – red if you’re from God’s County, and white if you live among the queer folk over the hills.

  The emotional attachment to Lancashire includes animosity towards Yorkshire – that goes with the territory – similar to the fierce rivalry that exists between Burnley and Blackburn
  football clubs. There is a real us and them feel about it all, and that Lancashire team I started watching in the 1990s was chock-full of local lads. Apart from Wasim, the
  club’s overseas player, the others were generally from within the county boundaries, and that gave young lads hope that they could follow on in future years.

  Yorkshire were obviously even stricter than Lancashire up until the early 1990s but the distinct sense of identity that side brought was part of the attraction. That sense of identity got lost a
  little bit with the introduction of Kolpak players, and a more frequent movement of players from county to county, but from my experience of a Championship fixture in 2011 there remains an
  unmistakably competitive and parochial edge to Lancashire v Yorkshire games. There were plenty of Lancashire-born players in our team and Yorkshire-born in the opposition and we felt that edge.
  When you play professional sport you actually want that edge to be there and rivalry makes games like that extra special.

  Fact is that Wasim Akram was a world superstar but my hero from that Lancashire team was actually Peter ‘Digger’ Martin. I just used to love the way he bowled. For a big man he had a
  pretty cool approach to the crease, and because he swung the ball away at pace he was someone I wanted to model myself on when I bowled. I also admired Glen Chapple. He probably won’t like
  being reminded of this but I wasn’t even a teenager when I watched him from the stands, running in to bowl, with Digger or Wasim at the other end.

  In future years it was rather strange for me to be a part of the Lancashire attack with these guys. I ended up playing with Peter at the end of his career, and then for a decade with Chappie.
  Undoubtedly they helped with my grounding at the club, and taught me good habits in the way they went about their business. The side they had been a part of, and the one I joined latterly, was a
  very successful one with some great local players like Neil Fairbrother, Mike Watkinson and Ian Austin. As a young lad you really felt like they passed down the knowledge.

  My interest in cricket developed through Dad, who, as I’ve said, was Burnley’s second XI captain. Mum used to push me around the outfield in my pram, so it
  was always destined to play a huge role in my life. As soon as I could toddle about, I used to go down and watch him play every Saturday, then, when I was old enough, I was coerced into becoming
  team scorer. Scoring is a rite of passage for most sons of cricket-playing fathers, I guess, and my dad also came to watch me for the club’s youth teams.

  At Under-13 level, we played eight-a-side cricket in which you batted in pairs. My batting partner was my cousin Lee, who was also a left-hander. Not only did they put me with him because we
  were related but because we complemented each other. Although I was technically okay, I couldn’t hit it off the square, and am still in the process of learning to do that, while he smacked it
  everywhere. Neither did my medium-pace bowling stand out at that age. I had always bowled but never got it off the straight, really, or had any pace either. In comparison to my contemporaries, I
  was very much run of the mill, and would bowl first or second change.

  Nevertheless, I was always keen and went to Lancashire trials on an annual basis from the age of eleven onwards. Each year I would make the pilgrimage to Old Trafford, and each year it would end
  in rejection. In fact, it was only after shooting up those several inches, when my bowling had developed considerably in pace, that I made the breakthrough, and only then because of the persistence
  of one of the mums from our cricket club. Mrs Valerie Brown – mother of David and Michael, who went on to play for Middlesex, Hampshire and Surrey – knew John Stanworth, who ran the
  Lancashire age-group teams, because her boys had been playing in the system for years.

  ‘This lad is well worth a look at,’ she instructed him. ‘He’s quick.’

  I had played in a tournament for Lancashire B at Ampleforth College at Under-15 level but until Mrs B’s quiet word I was not on the radar at Old Trafford. Year on year, the same guys had
  been selected; they played all the way through from eleven upwards, they knew all the coaches and in turn the coaches knew all the parents. It felt something of a closed
  shop, so I was grateful for the door being opened in the form of a special trial.

  About two years earlier, when discussing potential career paths, I told my parents I wanted to be a professional cricketer, and eventually to play for England. The only problem was that I
  didn’t know whether I was good enough. Mum told me they believed in me and would support me in trying to achieve my goal.

  The season after my first-team debut for Burnley, I turned seventeen, and began representing Lancashire at Under-17 and Under-19 levels. Mum only ever got into sport because me and my dad would
  have it on the TV permanently at home – she hardly had a choice in the matter – but once things got serious for me, her interest naturally increased. She’d always watched me play
  football on Sundays, and cricket now followed.

  Goodness knows how neglected my sister Sarah felt through it all. Dad and Grandad used to drive me everywhere throughout my teens, and then when we met up on Friday nights for dinner, talk would
  naturally turn to cricket once more. Even now she’s no fan of the game, quite frankly hates it in fact, and who can blame her? From my point of view, it was handy that Dad, who worked for
  himself, could take days off to go to places like Leicester and Chelmsford to watch me play. Lately my family, Sarah included occasionally, tend to restrict themselves to watching me at
  weekends.

  These days I would like to think that I have mastered my art but I was at completely the opposite end of the scale when I made my Burnley first XI debut against East Lancashire on 9 May 1998,
  when, despite all my team-mates’ enthusiastic encouragement, fast bowling was pretty new to me. In those early days, I was just getting used to my extra height and so whanged it down with as
  much velocity as I could muster. When I got it straight I was dangerous and soon I was doing senior club cricketers, who had played the leagues for years, for pace.

  The truth of the matter was that occasionally the deliveries I produced were good enough to account for some very good players indeed and before much longer there was a
  collection of famous international cricketers among my prize scalps. The first professional player I dismissed came in that summer of 1998: West Indian all-rounder Roger Harper, who was playing for
  Nelson, caught behind first ball. He was one of three wickets for me in quick succession that sent the opposition from twenty-nine without loss to 30 for 3. I made a bit of a habit of getting the
  professionals out first nut, in fact, and had Martin Van Jaarsveld in that very manner in a game against Lowerhouse in 1999.

  At that time, I was making a considerable impression on the Lancashire League, and one player who was not destined to forget me was Australian batsman Brad Hodge, overseas professional for
  Ramsbottom, at the start of the summer of 2000. Because I was so erratic at times, I was as likely to bowl a beauty as a beamer, so when I forced him to punch one off his face he was not best
  pleased.

  Of course, as a kid of seventeen, bowling to an established Australian state player with a big reputation, I was nervously apologetic.

  ‘I’m ever so sorry about that,’ I mumbled.

  In contrast, he was typically Australian.

  ‘Fuck off,’ was the extent of his reply, and I couldn’t get the fact I had hit him on the glove out of my mind as I trudged back to my mark. It spooked me for the rest of the
  match, and I felt terrible. I might have come close to knocking seven bells out of him with that loose delivery but it was me who was intimidated by the ferocity of his response.

  Years later, when Brad arrived on Lancashire’s staff as overseas player, he had not forgotten. The very first words he greeted me with were: ‘’Ere, you’re that —t
  that beamed me . . .’ They do say that first impressions count.

  Our own pro, Ant Botha, who went on to have a successful career with Derbyshire and Warwickshire, would bowl the bulk of our overs with a great deal of success from the
  other end, and while he was a steadying influence on the attack, I was anything but.

  Primarily it was my pace that got me noticed, and indeed led to opportunities higher up the spectrum. Because I couldn’t swing the ball at all back then, I held the seam as straight as I
  could and concentrated on bowling fast.

  Not long afterwards, after establishing myself in Lancashire’s Under-19 team, I enjoyed a personal battle with Sajid Mahmood. Whenever we bowled in tandem, I would study how far the
  wicketkeeper was standing back and try to work out which one of us was hitting the gloves harder, which one was making the ball carry further. Edging that duel was my badge of honour, and it
  wasn’t until I had played a few second XI games and got a contract at Old Trafford that Mike Watkinson taught me to swing it.

  Although fast bowling was pretty new to me, I just did what came naturally in those days rather than model my action on anyone else. I always liked watching Allan Donald. He had such a sleek
  approach and delivery stride but I never tried to copy him.

  Well, I tell a lie. I actually tried to copy just about everyone’s action on the domestic and international scene (playing in the street against David and Gareth at least). It was a bit of
  a party piece. I could do a mean Gus Fraser as a teenager while my impression of Dominic Cork was so convincing that I imitated him throughout a twenty-over contest for Burnley Under-18s and barely
  went for a run. Phil DeFreitas, being a Lancashire player, was another one of my favourite bowlers to mimic, and I also used to bowl properly useful left-arm spin.

  Yes, that’s right: properly useful left-arm spin. In fact, I still do bowl left-arm spin, and really fancy myself at it. Now it won’t have escaped your notice that I am a right-arm
  pace bowler but one of the things I have always been good at is visualizing other sports men’s movements and then re-enacting them, and I have bowled left-arm tweakers since my early teens.
  It was a talent that developed from the days when we played on the drive. All my mates were right-handed batsmen and because I couldn’t bowl leg-spin to save my
  life, I had to find another way of getting the ball to go away from the bat. So I practised and practised left-arm stuff.

  Every now and again when there aren’t too many prying eyes around, I bowl it in the nets while on tour with England. I don’t do it very often because it is frowned upon – some
  people think I am taking the piss – but I got Ian Bell out in one of my early exhibitions, in Durban, and genuinely believe with regular practice I could bowl left-arm spin in a first-class
  match. It feels so natural.

  When Australia coach John Buchanan claimed in the aftermath of their 2001 Ashes victory that the next target in cricket was for individuals to become multi-skilled and push the boundaries of
  possibility by learning to bat and bowl with both hands, his claims were dismissed as something emanating from cloud cuckoo land but in the decade since we have seen the emergence of
  switch-hitting, while David Warner arrived on the scene laying claim to be the first ambidextrous batsman. Anyone who has seen him switch-hit will take his claim seriously. He is better equipped
  left-handed but can strike it pretty well the other way around, too. Now if batsmen are allowed to jump into a different stance as they take strike, why shouldn’t bowlers be allowed to revert
  from right-arm over seam to left-arm round spin indiscriminately?

  Because rules is rules and the laws of the game don’t allow it, is the answer. But I reckon it is because people have yet to challenge it. In this instance, unfamiliarity breeds contempt,
  and why shouldn’t cricketers switching from one to the other be a thing of the future? Samit Patel bowls left-arm spin but throws right-handed, so why not be able to bowl both ways? I
  don’t think it’s so strange (although for some reason I do get freaked out by the number of right-arm fast bowlers, like Darren Gough and Glen Chapple, who write left-handed).

  Imitating others is something I have been good at throughout my life. For example, I have never had a golf lesson but I have got a really good swing, picked up
  exclusively from watching golfers on TV as a kid. Oh, and there is something about it that I find perfectly normal but others might consider unusual or even freaky. I bat left-handed, or at least
  try to, but when it comes to golf I am a right-hander. It stems from the fact that almost all those golfers on telly were right-handed, so naturally when I first swung a club I did it that way.

  Nowadays, whenever Monty Panesar is around the England setup, I watch what he does, store an image in my head where his arms and legs go in relation to each other, and how he releases the ball,
  then try to copy that in a way that feels most natural to me. There is a lot of downtime on tours and people get bored, so you end up doing stuff like this to occupy yourself. Oh, and I am by no
  means the only one to have tried this kind of thing. Peter Martin used to bowl left-arm spin in the nets – he just wasn’t as good as me, that’s all!

  What Martin and Chapple were good at, however, was guiding me as a young bowler when I made my first-team breakthrough in 2002. Both Kyle Hogg and I were handed contracts on the staff off the
  back of Lancashire Under-19s’ successful 2000 season when we were beaten finalists in the inter-county 100-over competition. By that point, I was established in the Lancashire second XI,
  having made my debut in an innings win over Hampshire at Old Trafford in 1999, shortly after my first appearance at any level for the club. In the penultimate Lancashire twos match of 2001, I took
  8 for 90, including my first five-wicket haul, a performance that earned me a first-team debut in the final match of the Norwich Union League at Derby that September. Bad weather reduced it to a
  twenty-five-over-per-side contest. Michael Di Venuto gave me some tap and I finished with 1 for 33 from my four overs – Steve Stubbings dismissed lbw, my maiden senior scalp.

  This rise through the ranks at Lancashire coincided with my first international recognition. On the back of my second-team displays, I was selected for the England
  Under-19 team and claimed seven wickets on my debut, albeit in defeat to West Indies at Grace Road. Although we lost that series 1-0, there were some prominent players for the future in that side.
  Matt Prior, Monty Panesar and James Tredwell all featured and a 16-year-old called Tim Bresnan was twelfth man and my room-mate for the final match in three that series. Ian Bell was recalled as
  captain for that drawn series decider at the Riverside, having spent the summer playing in Warwickshire’s first team. He had an air of superiority about him, and an old-school style of
  captaincy. Hand signals would represent your summons to have a bowl, and he would rarely call you by your name. It was almost a throwback to the gentlemen and players era. Even then he was a
  veteran – I earned three caps, he earned caps over three years – and international star in the waiting.

  There were others like Belly, too, among our group – players who were ahead of their time as teenagers, and touted nationally as the next big things before they had played a senior match
  – such as the Durham duo Gary Pratt, whose claim to fame was to run Ricky Ponting out in the 2005 Ashes, and Nicky Peng. Matt Prior and I often reminisce about those days. There would be
  thirty to forty players gathered at a national trial day for the England Under-17 or England Under-18 teams and this select trio would be the targets for pointing fingers, knowing nods and general
  chat.

  ‘That’s Ian Bell over there,’ you’d hear lads say, in a tone you suspected young Australians spoke about Don Bradman three-quarters of a century earlier.

  ‘He’s quite a player that Nicky Peng, ain’t he?’ another would pipe up.

  Some players naturally develop quicker than others, and Matt and I were playing catch-up, although we were good enough to be selected for the England Under-17 B team that played a match down at
  a Siberian Abergavenny in 1999.

  It was the first time I saw what has subsequently become Matt’s odd obsession. He has always been particular about his appearance on the field, and so when the
  brand new England caps were handed out by the coaching staff, he took it upon himself to ensure each one was perfectly presented. Such is his devotion to him and his team looking smart, that you
  can still find him sitting in the corner of the dressing room during quiet periods of international matches, bending the peaks so that they are all unquestionably the perfect shape. The curvature
  has to be precise and he is so anal about this when a new player is called up that he requests to complete the moulding process before they wear it outdoors.

  In comparison to some of my peers, I had limited experience, and was therefore thankful for the support of Martin and Chapple as well as senior men like Warren Hegg and Neil Fairbrother during
  my breakthrough into senior cricket with Lancashire. When I made a decent start to the 2002 season in the second team – including best figures to date of 8 for 54 in the first innings of a
  draw against Northamptonshire at Crosby – my reward was a County Championship debut against Surrey at Old Trafford on the final day of May.

  The first of my four wickets was Ian Ward, caught behind, and they also included Mark Ramprakash, lbw to a yorker first ball in the second innings. Unlike the previous September for my one-day
  bow in Derby, I was shitting myself in the build-up to this one. There were no nerves against Derbyshire because it was the equivalent of a token appearance. There was nothing to play for, it was a
  dead rubber and whatever happened there was slightly irrelevant. It was not as if I was performing to retain my place. It was the final game of the season, there was a winter ahead of me in the
  knowledge that I had made the staff for 2002, so I didn’t get so worked up about it.
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