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NOTE AT THE START

While the fore-note to some novels states that any resemblance to living people is accidental, my problem here is in undoing resemblances to real people – that is, to patients. There are a few such vignettes. In some cases I have conflated two or more patients. In all cases I have disguised the material so that no one who is not the patient(s) would recognise him or her from the description. If a patient does, or think they do, I hope they will feel that I am making a useful point, that they are fairly and sympathetically represented, and that they are well-enough disguised.

Second, the vexed issue of ‘he’, ‘she’, ‘they’, or ‘he or she’. The last of these choices (‘he or she’. as even in the sentences above) strikes me as impossibly clumsy. ‘They’ is possible occasionally (also as above) but the grammarian in me dislikes the switch to the plural. Using ‘she’ and ‘he’ in a random way is confusing, and also leads curious readers to infer significance when none is present (or at least, intended). As for ‘she’, I find that too redolent of political correctness, to my ear also over-careful. But I am aware that some will find my use of ‘he’ for ‘he or she’, like the use of ‘man’ to mean ‘mankind’, or the description of God as ‘He’, objectionable. I apologise to those of you in advance. One has to do one or the other. To my mind, ‘he’ is the least of the evils.


PART I: IN AND OUT OF FORM


1

GETTING OUT OF BED ON THE WRONG SIDE



The wind bloweth where it listeth, and thou hearest the sound thereof, but canst not tell whence it cometh, and whither it goeth: so is every one that is born of the Spirit.

John 3.8

As a classroom teacher for forty years, how could it be that I was teaching well one day and badly the next? In tune one minute, edgy the next? Optimistic one term, low and deflated another? How can one hold on to what is good and what works?

Jonathan Smith
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As a young adult, I was a friend’s weekend house-guest. I was enamoured by the whole, perfect family – warm, funny, frank, intelligent, committed to worthwhile causes and careers. For a while I was the only guest, and was blissfully happy. The house was capacious, the beautiful garden secluded, running down to a quiet stretch of the River Severn, the late-summer weather serene. I remember exciting, erotically charged but also innocent games in the hot sun.

At one point we played pitch-and-putt golf at a nearby course. A novice at golf, I kept hitting the ball straight, onto the green, mood and play in total accord. Halfway through the round, however, other guests joined the party. They were noisy, exuberant and (to my mind) intrusive. I was no longer the centre of attention. Suddenly ejected from, or ejecting myself from, my Garden of Eden, I felt excluded and jealous. The feelings grew more complicated, self-awareness degenerating into self-consciousness about being so childish and petulant. The more I understood what this decline was down to, the less I was able to cope. On top of my resentment, directed both towards those who had usurped me and those whose attention had turned elsewhere, I became moodily self-loathing.

In my golf, too, I collapsed: the ball started to fly off in hectic and drastic slices and hooks. I instantly became an inferior player. Now I could do no right. Socially, psychologically, even physically, I had lost form.

Irritation

Years later, reading Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina, I was reminded of this convulsive decline when Konstantin Levin, the gentleman-farmer whom we will meet again when he joins his peasants in cutting hay, goes on a dismal shooting expedition with his vain house-guest, the fashionable young socialite, Vasenka Veslovsky. Also on the expedition is Levin’s brother-in-law, Stiva Oblonsky. Veslovsky, wearing clothes that are all too new, overrides Levin’s proposal to delay shooting until they get to a bigger marsh, thus forcing him to forgo the first foray, since the space is too narrow for three men. Veslovsky then fails to engage the safety catch of his gun, which goes off in the carriage. While Levin takes his turn to go into the marsh, Veslovsky foolishly drives the carriage into the mud, from which the coachman and Levin have to labour to extricate it. To make up for his faux pas, Veslovsky next insists on driving. He overworks the horses, one of which goes lame as a result.

Levin’s mounting irritation and resentment lead him to shoot badly – so badly, and in such a negative mood, that his dog Laska gives up on him, and only pretends to hunt for a snipe that he actually has managed to kill.

Early next morning, at dawn, Levin goes off shooting by himself. Now he recovers his usual form. But when after three hours he gets back, hungry for breakfast, he discovers that his companions have eaten all the food. Finally, when they get home, he is further enraged by the young man’s renewed flirting with his wife. Tolstoy describes one of these shifts in Levin’s feelings:



Again, as on the previous occasion, he suddenly, without the least interval, felt thrown from the height of happiness, peace, and dignity into an abyss of despair, malevolence, and degradation. Again, everyone and everything became revolting to him.





I know such states, and the startlingly negative impact they have on our form. Instead of our anger remaining focused, our gloomy feelings embrace the whole world, including ourselves. And we cannot shoot straight.

In Trim

So what is it to be on form?

Aspects of form and the loss of it apply to every area of life that calls for skill and freedom. The notion applies most naturally to practical and bodily skills that demand a sound technique. It applies also to activities, many of them mundane, that are primarily mental and emotional: conversing, teaching, doing the crossword, telling a joke or arguing a point, writing. Good form ranges from predictable and reliable steadiness to innovative insights that change a whole field of enquiry. And even in routine activities, form is enhanced by a creative, playful approach to the task, as when parents get a toddler to eat by helicoptering spoonfuls into his mouth.

The former England cricketer Tony Greig told me once about one of his eight Test centuries, I think his first, at Bombay in 1973. Chasing India’s total of 448, England were struggling at 79 for four when he came in to bat. Greig and Keith Fletcher added 254 runs for the fifth wicket, and Greig was eventually dismissed for 148. While playing, he was, he said, ‘perfectly relaxed, and perfectly concentrated’. His state of mind was attuned to the task, to the opposition, and to his own strengths and weaknesses. It was not a flamboyant innings. He played calmly, from his own centre. He was not rattled by occasional errors or by being beaten by the bowler, nor was he elated by his own perfectly timed boundaries.

Greig’s account seems to me to represent the essence of good form: relaxed without being loose, concentrated without tension: nothing extraneous, but poised, the innings lastingly special because of this inner state and its happy conjunction with outer performance. It may well have been an experience of the sublime, of being ‘in the zone’.

Teams, like individuals, can be on or off form. When on form, they are creative, efficient, coordinated. They are not dominated by selfish individualism, nor has individual flair been suppressed. The team’s morale is properly positive, neither complacent nor rent with excessive rivalry and doubt. Though its members are not always in emotional harmony with each other, they share a common purpose and are able to set aside differences on the field of play. The team is bigger than the individuals; a new entity is created, the team itself, which can be on form when some of its components are not. A climbing team goes at the speed of its slowest member, helping him through, making the best of the situation.

Form is at times a matter of mutual benign influence. As Malcolm Gladwell puts it, the unspoken rule of joint improvisation is that neither participant refuses what the other initiates. You run with what your collaborator proposes, and you need to have confidence that he will run with you. In his child consultations, the paediatrician and psychoanalyst Donald Winnicott would invite the child to make a picture, a ‘squiggle’, with him. After a first mark had been made by the child or by himself, they would take it in turns, till a whole drawing emerged in which it was not easy to remember, nor even relevant, who had done what. Through this shared, innovative activity, the therapeutic couple might arrive at insights into what at that time was blocking the child’s development, which might then be freed up.

Recognising Form

We recognise form when we see it. Not infallibly, of course, but most often correctly. Trainers know when a horse is in fine fettle, sailors when their ship is in trim. There are times when the external and internal winds blow moderately, there is neither a gale nor the stagnation of a flat calm; the boat is sailing well, making optimal use of the conditions. Ship’s captain and novelist Joseph Conrad went so far as to say: ‘The ship, our ship, the ship we serve, is the moral symbol of our life.’

Fans become restless when their tennis hero or their football team is tentative, off form. The same goes for audiences hearing their favourite violinist, opera singer or orchestra. They may be worried or angry. However they react, they are sure that what they see is loss of form.

[image: image]

So much for the view from outside. From the inside, we may think we’re on form when we aren’t, or vice versa. Failing to see the rolled eyes and the fixed smiles, we assume our jokes are amusing and our stories absorbing to the audience around the dinner table. Conversely, we write ourselves off too quickly, making no allowances for the difficulty of challenge or conditions.

But normally we know well enough. We are at ease. There is rhythm, timing, placement, poise. Footwork or fingerwork is sure. Perception and motor skills are realistic and allied with each other. We are clear in our thinking, knowing our way around, yet open to the new. We are spontaneous without going wild; we monitor ourselves without putting a spanner in our works. Risk-taking and caution are in balance. Technique, with its assurance of repeatability and accuracy, is secure enough, and so is attitude – we are not frantic or uptight. In cricket, the batsman is not unduly anxious about losing his wicket; the bowler feels lively in his run-up and action. When stretched we don’t panic or become too discombobulated (or not for too long). We are resilient. In-form craftsmen characteristically grow in confidence as they warm to the task. The whole business, whatever it is, does not feel too much like an unwelcome demand for work; we are not ‘laboured’.

In his short novel A Month in the Country, J. L. Carr describes solid good form:



You know how it is when a tricky job is going well because you’re doing things the way they should be done, when you’re working in rhythm and feel a reassuring confidence that everything’s unravelling naturally and all will be right in the end. That’s about it: I knew what I was doing – it’s really what being professional means.





My wife, a silversmith, describes raising a panel of silver to make a vase or a jug. At times, she says, ‘the perfectly balanced hammer feels perfectly balanced. You find yourself hitting the silver in just the right way. There are no extraneous marks. You don’t hit your thumb. Your left hand holding the silver doesn’t hurt from the jarring. It’s a wonderful feeling.’

[image: image]

As a psychoanalyst, I am sometimes able to listen more or less simultaneously at different levels to the overt story, to how it is told, to subliminal messages or attitudes. I may then be able to respond to patients with freedom and clarity. Ideas come to me, but they are not set in stone. I can see the wood for the trees, and the trees for the wood. Psychoanalysts have to experience suffering along with their patients, both in sharing what the latter consciously feel, and in feeling what they cannot own, and thus disown by putting outside themselves and attributing to others. Too much ease in my work might result from having missed or refused such projections and difficulties; so we might properly be suspicious if we are too comfortable. But when patients test and challenge me forcefully, I struggle through, open to the disruption, but either not destabilised by it or able to recover quickly enough. (But the on-form analyst may not always be appreciated by the patient.)

As captain of a cricket team, too, I had to respond to pressures: from the opposition, from my own sometimes disgruntled or distressed team members, perhaps from the crowd and the press. As captain of England, I was the recipient of many people’s projections; some of their complaints or admiration were earned and appropriate, others were the result of a propensity to find heroes and villains.

Form is not a matter of a moment. It takes time to assess. Nor is it a matter of total ease. We have to struggle through hard times, not all of them down to our own shortcomings. Form is sometimes a matter of solidity and imperviousness, like a great oak in a storm; at other times it is more aptly pictured as a capacity to bend and sway before the wind like the bamboo that survives the hurricane because of its flexibility.

[image: image]

Loss of form is equally evident. If decline is prolonged, we become anxious. Is this it? Is it terminal? We have no guarantee that it will return. Yet for us to change in a substantial way, we often have to suffer a crisis or a setback. It is through failure, or illness, or even breakdown, that we come to see how wrong things are, and how urgently we need serious self-examination, support or treatment. We may need to get on terms with our neurotic selves. At the political and social level, too, it may only be through crisis that underlying problems and the need for change are clearly enough recognised.

Ups and Downs

In all human endeavours, we are often too anxious, but sometimes not anxious enough. We are too narrow in our expectations of ourselves, or over-ambitious, dangerously so at times. In one telling of the legend, Daedalus, the Athenian craftsman who built the labyrinth for King Minos of Crete, was himself imprisoned by Minos for showing Ariadne how to evade the Minotaur and emerge from the labyrinth by using a ball of string. To achieve his own escape, and that of his son, Icarus, Daedalus fabricated wings of feathers and wax. He warned the youth neither to fly too low, where the humidity would clog his wings and cause him to sink heavily into the sea, nor to fly too close to the sun, where the heat would melt the wax. He warned, in other words, against risking both too little and too much, against mania and depression. Icarus, elated by his ability to fly, soared higher and higher – and plummeted to his doom.

[image: image]

To retain form, or recover it, we have to allow and sometimes seek help or guidance. When lost it is good to ask the way or consult a map. Temperaments vary in how far we need to have a plan spelled out in advance. Some are keener on working things out abstractly, from general principles; others, like the Inuit, like illiterate craftsmen, know by the feel of things where they are and which way to go. Legal submissions refer to principles of law, but there is also case-by-case argument.

Form for me is a different matter from form for you. As the old Yorkshire saying has it, ‘It takes all sorts’. We have to find a style of working that suits ourselves. We also, as teams and as individuals, need to give house-room to a range of different qualities. My form on Wednesday will be different from my form on Thursday, changing as it must with varying challenges and moods. My later style as batsman or psychoanalyst is different from what it was earlier. We may in our own small ways be drawn more to the classical or to the romantic. From the age of seven, my own cricketing hero was the orthodox Middlesex opening batsman, Jack Robertson, rather than the dashing romantic stars in the same team, Denis Compton or Bill Edrich. There are different forms of form.

Moreover, how we formulate to ourselves what the key issues are makes a difference to the kind of form we aim at. The presenting problem in someone seeking help may disguise hidden, underlying issues. Psychotherapists may rightly suspect that somatic pain, say, covers deeper emotional anxiety; in a family, a child’s hyperactivity may express something of the parents’ or the whole family’s unhappiness or conflict. Puzzling changes in social and political attitudes – for instance a popular shift to the right combined with widespread conviction that social difficulties in the country are a result of excessive immigration – may have their roots in a deep sense of neglect by the powers-that-be.

There is, however, no simple narrative logic to this book. It is certainly not Tips for Being on Form in Ten Easy Chapters. Form is an elastic concept, even slippery. It spreads out into creativity and change of heart at one end, while loss of it descends into breakdown at the other. In between are all the varied ways we find or lose form in the whole gamut of skill-requiring activities of life. Writing the book has taken me down alleys I had never thought of in this connection. For instance, I hadn’t imagined going into disruptions of form so extreme as hardly to be called being ‘out of form’ at all – Othello’s collapse, say. And at the other end of the spectrum, I am surprised at how much I am inclined to refer to enhancements of form so close to transformations as to hardly be called form either – Tolstoy’s recovery of faith, for example, and his revelation of its meaning. Writing the book has made me think.

In this process I have gone through all sorts of moods and levels of form myself. At dark moments, for consolation, I remember how the great work of philosophy, A Treatise of Human Nature, by a hero of mine, David Hume, ‘fell still-born from the press’.

We tend to personify form, or ‘Form’. Like ‘Lady Luck’, she may be more like a solid friend than a lover. These deities have power over us, just as Death or Disease seek us out, ineluctable. But form is not simply in the lap of the gods – it is not, or not simply, a matter of which side of the bed we got out of that morning. So: how far can we control our form? Can we harness it, make it work for us, or is it a wild horse, never to be tamed?


2

ZEN AND THE ART OF BATTING



Physician, heal thyself.

Luke 4.23

Sometimes we shouldn’t make sophisticated arguments about the uncertainties of this course of action or that; we should simply do what is right.

Alan Paton
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A psychoanalyst is walking along a hospital corridor. A medical colleague is walking in the opposite direction. They haven’t seen each other for a while. The medic says, ‘Hi, how are things?’ The analyst replies: ‘You’re well, how am I?’

Some are better at helping others, even at knowing them, than they are themselves. John Arlott, the cricket writer and broadcaster, once wrote a piece about me with the headline ‘Physician, heal thyself’. The advice was, and is, apposite. Not all that long ago a colleague, referring to my work as a psychoanalyst, asked me when I was going to start captaining myself.

I am more willing to admit to failings in cricket than in other areas of my life. My batting record in Test cricket was poor (though I found myself using the anodyne word ‘modest’ to myself), and I still at times replay moments of bad thinking which led to unnecessary dismissals. I also recognise and regret failings of character which were at the root of my repeated errors. I am not deluded into thinking I might have been high in the echelons of batting history. But I could have (that is, I might have, had I been a better, or bigger, person) been more successful than I was.

In the 1976–7 series in India, we played the fifth Test in Bombay. India won the toss and scored 338. We started batting in mid-afternoon on the second day. By the close, we were 99 for no wicket, of which I was 68 not out. I had played with greater freedom than in any previous Test innings, or indeed would do in any subsequent one. The next day, unfortunately for me, was a rest day. So I had a long time to contemplate my continuing innings. That evening I was invited to dinner by someone I hardly knew. I sought and was given assurance that dinner would not be late and I could get back for my sleep and for the early departure to the ground. (Test matches on the short Indian winter days started at ten o’clock.) In the event, we stood around for several hours in a hot room, crowded with smokers, drinking whisky (in my case, sipping weak whisky) and inhaling smoke. Dinner was not served until 10.30. I grew tired, bored, allergic, frustrated and hungry. I gulped down my food and got a taxi back to the hotel. I felt depressed and angry. But why did I stay? Why not leave at eight and get a meal at the hotel? Why did I feel I had some obligation to people who wanted me as a minor trophy at their social gathering? What feebleness of ambition! What reluctance to offend! When I batted the next day, some freshness was lacking. India bowled with more defensive fields. I struggled to 91, and then got out. I never scored a Test century.

(Having scored my first County Championship century – 173 not out – against Glamorgan in 1974, I followed this in the next match with 163 not out against Yorkshire.)

When I walked onto the big stage of Test cricket I was often too tense, and made mistakes that I would not have made when facing similar bowling in county cricket. I remember a conversation with Mike Gatting, who captained Middlesex and England after me. At Lord’s in 1984 he had been out lbw to Malcolm Marshall, the great West Indian fast bowler, twice in the match, each time without playing a stroke. He was, he told me, ‘just trying to be careful’. The anxiety of the occasion and his sense of responsibility had led him to be over-conscious of the bowler’s capabilities. Warning himself of what might come at him, he neglected to focus on what did. I am reminded of the paradoxical remark of the old Nottinghamshire and England batsman, George Gunn: ‘The trouble with most batsmen is that they pay too much attention to the bowling, instead of going with the tide.’

Gatting admitted he was paying the wrong kind of attention to the bowler, telling himself: ‘“We must see Marshall off, I mustn’t play at a wide one, I must watch out for his out-swing”. You would have thought that I would have been wiser second innings, but it was coming to the end of the day, the old mind-set returned, and I was more concerned about leaving the ball than playing it.’ Facing the same undeviating deliveries in a county match, he would have played them comfortably with the middle of his bat rather than the middle of his pad.

Here are some of my moments of foolishness. In the matches leading up to the first Test in India in December 1976, at Delhi, I had been in the form of my life. I had started the tour with a score of 206 at Poona, and had made runs and batted well regularly since then. I felt in fine fettle as I went out to open the batting with Dennis Amiss, after Tony Greig had won an important toss. The pitch was flat, hard and dry. The day was dreamily hazy, with that veiled sunlight so common on winter mornings in northern India. The crowd, smaller than at most Indian Test grounds in those days, but still substantial, felt mistily distant, almost unreal. After two or three overs, a large yellow-and-brown butterfly settled by the stumps at the non-striker’s end, basking. I could attend to the butterfly and to the bowling with equally detached interest.

India’s bowling strength in that era was mostly in their spinners. They had one quickish bowler, Karsan Ghavri. Though we had doubts about the legality of his action when he bowled a bouncer, Ghavri was not someone whose pace would make one apprehensive; after all, we had just been playing against the West Indies, whose fast bowlers were in a different league of speed and hostility. After a few overs, in which I scored four comfortable singles, Ghavri bowled me a short ball, perhaps a bouncer. I went to hook it. It was on me more quickly than I expected, and went off my gloves to backward square leg for another single. I was then uncertain – should I attempt to hook or not? To my shame, instead of quietly deciding not to hook for the time being, while the ball was new and likely to zip off the pitch, I momentarily lost my nerve.

When I next faced Ghavri, having pushed the ball in a controlled way towards mid-off, I set off for a foolish single. Brijesh Patel, an excellent cover fielder, swooped to his right, picked up one-handed and threw down the one stump he could see at the bowler’s end. I was run out, less than half an hour into the match. A dreadful mistake, which arose out of my anxiety and my wish to get to the other end. Not noble, not clever. It was less a matter of fear than of uncertainty. I had been courageous enough against West Indians Andy Roberts and Michael Holding the previous summer – in fact one main reason I had been picked for England in the first place was that I batted for three hours against them when they bowled faster than anything I had ever previously faced in the first innings of the MCC v. West Indies match at Lord’s.

At Delhi, we were soon five down for 125, but Amiss and Alan Knott took us to a respectable score of 381. We then bowled India out twice, for 122 and 234, to gain a remarkable win. John Lever, who had also scored 53, took ten wickets in the match, swinging the ball beautifully. But for me personally, this moment of madness spoiled my whole tour. I had only this one innings in Delhi (we won by an innings); I failed in the next Test match at Calcutta (also batting once, except for a few balls in the second innings, when I was not out). And in the third Test at Madras (now Chennai), I was caught and bowled for 59 off a rebound from the head of short square leg. Not until that last Test, at Bombay, did I play with the fluency that I might have developed over the whole series. Greig told me later he could have cried when I ran myself out at Delhi. So could I.

Another moment. England v. Australia at Headingley, 1977. This was the match that won us the series 3–0 and the Ashes with it. It was the occasion of Geoffrey Boycott’s hundredth century – and, less memorably to everyone else, of my dismissal to the second ball of the innings, bowled by Jeff Thomson. It was full of length, and swinging away. I played a horrible shot, reaching for it outside off-stump. I hit the ground with my bat, missed the ball and was given out caught behind, the umpire confusing the sound of bat on ground with that of bat on ball.

The problem was what was going on inside my head. Someone had recommended to me Zen in the Art of Archery, by Eugen Herrigel, a book that ‘brought Zen to Europe after the War’. I was unable to sleep the night before, and had read a couple of chapters of the book in the middle of the night. It is a measure of my stupidity that, instead of taking seriously the years of discipline that go into making someone a master of archery or any other physical skill, or indeed of any transformation in mind-set, I carried out onto the pitch that morning a vague ideal of some sort of Zen-like calm, of not letting my conscious mind interfere in automatic mind-body processing. My mind (or my body-mind), left to its confused self, processed things badly. Once again, a mental flaw had disastrous results; I cringe at it forty years on. Thinking, including the thought-imperative, ‘don’t think’, had intruded fatally. I had allowed myself to be seduced by a romanticised version of a state that is arrived at, if at all, through long, disciplined training.

Yet another incident. In a Test match at Lahore in 1978, I middled a cover drive off leg-spinner Abdul Qadir, which unfortunately hit a close fielder, rebounding towards short third man. I looked for a single and was sent back, perhaps belatedly, by my batting partner, Geoffrey Boycott, and was run out. All understandable, no doubt. But what this external account omits is that my eagerness to get the run was in part based on a sense of entitlement, as if the fact that I deserved at least one for this shot, which would have gone for four if it hadn’t hit the fielder’s leg, was more relevant to right action than where the ball actually went. I was like the car driver who, going through a red light, privately justifies his action to himself on the grounds that if someone in front of him hadn’t dithered, he would have got through on green.

I think much of this chapter of accidents reveals a mixture of insecurity, arrogance and naivety. In 1964, at the age of twenty-two, years before these Test appearances, I had been selected as a young hopeful for the last MCC tour of South Africa before the ban on sporting contacts. I am not proud of having gone on the tour, but exposure to the system of apartheid during it, and travelling to all sections of the country for a month afterwards, was an education for me, firming up my belief that it was wrong to play sport against a country where discrimination governed all areas of life, including sport. I met the novelist Alan Paton, author of the definitive novel on South Africa’s harsh social realities, Cry the Beloved Country, who responded to my concern about the possible disastrous consequences of upheaval, even revolution, in South Africa by telling me that sometimes it is necessary simply to do what is right.

I came to realise that though it was hard to be sure that a sporting boycott would be effective, even in that sports-mad country, it felt intrinsically wrong to carry on sporting contacts, and I spoke out against such tours in 1968 and subsequently.

On that 1964–5 tour, I did well enough in the run-up to the first Test at Durban, averaging over 40, having batted at every position in the top six. We had a strong batting line-up, and it was clearly right that I was not selected for the Test. One day during the match, a man stood behind the nets at the rear of the stadium watching me practise. As I came out, he asked quietly if he might make a comment on my batting. Yes, of course, I said. He suggested that I was holding the bat too tightly, as if my life depended on it. He said I needed to relax my arms and both hands, especially the top hand. I listened politely. And walked away.

At some point I was told that this sallow man who seemed old to me (he was only sixty-four and died of cancer a few weeks later) was none other than Wally Hammond, one of England’s most successful batsmen, and one of the greatest stylists of all time. Despite knowing this, I did not properly take on board what he had said. I had the idea that relaxing would mean being loose (as indeed I was in the Zen example years later). I thought I knew better.

It took me a decade to realise the truth of what Hammond had told me. In 1974, Tiger Smith, then in his nineties and nearly blind, watched me score a stiff-upper-lip 74 against Warwickshire at Edgbaston. Remembering the respect that Warwickshire and Somerset all-rounder Tom Cartwright, whom I admired greatly as cricketer and friend, had for Tiger as a coach, which he had told me about when we were team-mates on that South Africa tour ten years before, I asked him for his advice. We were in the players’ dining room. Tiger told me to stand facing him with his walking stick as my bat and ‘play’ a few shots. He then asked, ‘Do you think frowning helps you hit the ball harder?’ He showed me how tense I was, in face, hands and arms, and I came to see how much easier it is to swing a bat when the body relaxes. Smith’s method of coaching at that moment focused not so much on my technical shortcomings, which he might also have prioritised, as on my bodily and emotional state. He made plain to me a basic assumption that had long interfered with my level of skill.

[image: image]

Left to right: Tiger Smith, Wally Hammond and Ian Botham

I needed to have the same message reinforced yet again a few years later, by the great all-rounder, Ian Botham, who showed me how the fingers of his right-hand batting glove were almost unmarked by holding the bat; and he hit the ball hard enough!

I was arrogant not to take any tip from Hammond seriously. I was also insecure, not solidly in my own self. I was both eager to please and unwilling to buckle down in order to reflect on what was said, and work to strengthen my technique.

It is true that coaching was not an activity valued by many cricketers of my generation. There was a pseudo-amateur attitude to coaching and learning that one should learn by apprenticeship, by watching and listening. County coaches tended to lack the confidence to advise or criticise first-team players. For many years, there was widespread scepticism about the potential usefulness of coaching aids that are now taken for granted, like bowling machines and cameras. When, as captain, I tried to persuade Middlesex to get a video camera in the early 1970s, the request was turned down as unnecessary and too expensive.

In 1985, I predicted, ‘Twenty years from now cricketers will, I think, regard the present approach to coaching as … antiquated.’ I was right. Coaching in the broad sense needed to be, and has been, upgraded and updated. By ‘broad’ I mean to include, within the concept of coaching, mentoring, mental toughening and facilitation. What is often needed is akin to what novelist Pat Barker refers to as resulting from a course run by another fine writer, Angela Carter: ‘She did not so much teach me as give me faith in my own voice. The best teaching is to recognise the voice and encourage it, and gently discourage attempts to be someone else, and Angela was a very good teacher.’

Looking back over all those cricket-playing years, I sometimes feel that I lacked not only a coach, but also someone to talk robustly to me about my approach to batting. Boycott, the other young hopeful on that tour of South Africa, always had his personal batting mentor, the Yorkshire-born Somerset leg-spinner Johnny Lawrence, with whom he checked in regularly. I, however, would ask for advice only during periods of bad form, and would then move from one well-meaning colleague to another, often bewildered by the conflicting pieces of advice gained from people who, however generous, were not committed to an ongoing process with me, and nor I to them. I failed to make the effort to find a person I could rely on. I might have asked a senior Middlesex player such as off-spinner and all-rounder Fred Titmus. And when I was given advice I didn’t take it in fully, as I have shown. Perhaps if a more professional system had been in place, I would have made more use of it; but perhaps – more likely – not.
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