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1

MY HERO, MY VICTIM

TO say that Sachin Tendulkar was my boyhood idol barely hints at the admiration I had for the great little batsman. In my teens, increasingly drawn to cricket, I had a picture of him on my bedroom wall. And the first time I paid to watch a day of county cricket, in 1996, it was really just to see him in action. By a stroke of good fortune India’s tour of England included a game against Northamptonshire at Wardown Park in Luton, a mile or so from home. A group of us decided to put our education on hold, take a day off school and go along to cheer our hero. We had a great time and must have made an impression during his innings because when he reached his inevitable fifty Tendulkar waved his bat in our direction. That sent us into a frenzy of singing and dancing, as if we were not excited enough already.

I had taken along my own precious cricket bat. Precious, because it was a gift from an inspirational man called Hitu Naik, whose name will crop up regularly over these pages. He had brought it back from India as a present and the first time I used it I made a mark on the back against a stump by accident. I was devastated, but he told me not to worry. This time I was determined to get marks of a different kind on that piece of willow. I ran around collecting autographs and the highlight of the day came when Tendulkar himself signed his name in pen. I still have that bat, and I always find it funny as a Northamptonshire player myself to think that I didn’t see fit to ask any of my future team-mates for their autographs that afternoon.

Ten years later I was to get Tendulkar’s signature a second time – in circumstances I could not have dared imagine. By now that bedroom wall was decorated with his image. In 2000–01, when I was picked to tour India with England Under-19s, I went into every sports shop I could find to add to my collection of posters. With all his promotional work he is such a presence in India that I returned home with a very good collection. I even feel proud that our birthdays are so close together – his is on 24 April, mine a day later. So when I was told by Andrew Flintoff that I would be making my England debut in Nagpur on the eve of the First Test in March 2006, one of my first thoughts was ‘I’ll have to bowl to Sachin’.

My plan was simple: concentrate on line and length, bowl to a standard field and don’t, at any price, try to do something special. This is one of the greatest batsmen who have ever lived and he will notice it before it leaves my hand. Bring him forward, gently, and try to get him to drive. At least with the field set I might get away with a dot ball and if by some piece of magic it happens to turn I may even beat the bat. Then, on the day itself, a ball hits his pad. ‘Wow, that’s close,’ I think to myself. Geraint Jones appeals from behind the stumps, and I join in. A couple of seconds later, umpire Aleem Dar raises his finger and Tendulkar heads back to the pavilion.

If you want to know where and when my exuberant wicket-taking celebrations began, then I know the exact place and date: Nagpur, 3 March 2006. I have never felt the same release of energy before or since that incredible moment of triumph. A first Test wicket is a treasured memory in the life of any bowler, but when the victim happens to be your hero, the player you have worshipped since the age of ten, then... well, I think you’re entitled to go on a bit of a run and a leap and exchange a few high fives. I felt like an exploding volcano with an incredible release of energy from the inside. It was only when Tendulkar was about three-quarters of the way back that I thought, ‘My God, what have I done?’

At the end of the India innings one of the England management asked the umpires for the ball for me to have as a keepsake. The game ended in a draw – we were on top for quite a lot of the time but ended up having to repel a thrilling counter-attack – and the Indian physio, John Gloster, suggested that I ask Tendulkar to sign it. I wasn’t sure. I thought it might come across as taking the mickey if I asked him to autograph the very ball that had brought his demise. It could have been misinterpreted as being disrespectful. But Gloster obviously knew him far better. He said that Tendulkar would not think anything of the sort and after the presentation ceremony went away on my behalf. A couple of minutes later he returned with the ball, mission duly accomplished.

Tendulkar had written in black marker pen: ‘Once in a blue moon, never again, mate.’

I didn’t know whether to laugh at the message or cry in joy at the whole experience. As a memento of a Test debut it is something I will always cherish. I don’t know how much that ball is worth on the open market, but to me it is absolutely priceless. A little later I spoke to Tendulkar. He asked me if I’d got the ball back and I thanked him for the message. He is a really nice, quiet, humble guy, but to me he remains there on a pedestal. Talking to him, I felt like a kid around his favourite pop star or footballer, not really knowing what to say but never wanting the conversation to end.

In every sense it seemed a world away from our first fleeting meeting at Wardown Park.
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