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PREFACE

25 August 2009

Today I start a new chapter in my life as a retired Test cricketer. My final Test was perfect in so many ways, with England winning the Ashes for a second time, four years after we enjoyed similar success at The Oval. In those four years, I’ve learnt a lot about myself as a person and a cricketer. I’ve dealt with self-doubt, injury and certain lifestyle problems, and I feel stronger mentally as a result – and I hope I’ve become a better person. I’ve done all the hard yards in the gym and the low points have made the good moments so much sweeter. The importance of playing for your country can never be overestimated, nor the responsibility that comes with it. It’s not something you can take for granted. You need to keep working and cherish the moment. In all my eleven years of playing for England, the excitement I felt every time I walked on to that field wearing the three lions never wavered. It’s difficult to put into words.

I’m very sad to have finished playing Test cricket, but the injuries I have suffered over the last few years gave me little option. My biggest regret is that I think I could still contribute to the Test team if injuries allowed it. In the circumstances, though, I’m happy with my decision, and it will allow me to concentrate on playing one-day and Twenty20 international cricket in the future and, who knows, it might even help to prolong my career. The first challenge I have is to get fit again after a second operation on my right knee, which entails being on crutches for six weeks.

I am more determined than ever to come back and play international cricket, and I hope to put the spare time I will have from not playing Test cricket to good use. The future is exciting because I don’t really know what form it will take. What I’d like is to become the best one-day player in the world. I also want to spend more time helping the AF Foundation to raise funds for children’s charities, and I cherish the chance to be more of a family man. For years, Rachael and the kids have had to put up with me going away on tour for weeks and months at a time, and while I will still be going on cricket tours, I should not be away as much. I am looking forward to being a more at home Dad than before, helping the kids with their homework and playing with them on a more regular basis.

Of course, I’ll miss the excitement of playing Test cricket for England, and the adrenalin buzz of running in to bowl in an Ashes series. I’ll have my memories, though, and maybe one day I’ll even be persuaded to watch the best moments of my career on DVD.
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AFTERMATH OF THE ASHES

If you speak to English cricket fans, most of them can tell you where they were when we won the Ashes on that September evening in 2005. I know that last day at The Oval was a sell-out, but if you believe everyone who says they were in the crowd that day, there must have been coming on for 100,000 in the ground to celebrate with us, which isn’t bad for a ground that holds nearer 23,000.

It took several days for the magnitude of what we’d achieved to sink in but we all knew how much it meant to the people in the ground that day. As soon as the match was declared a draw to secure our 2–1 series win, the whole place turned into one big party, on and off the pitch. I’m not sure who was enjoying the moment more – the players or the crowds.

The party went on all night, continued the next day with a bus tour through London and a visit to Downing Street – by which time some of us were in a fairly dishevelled state – and it was only then that the real impact of being an Ashes winner began to hit home. Even so, we thought we’d be flavour of the month for a week or two before someone else took their turn in the limelight, but we were totally wrong about that. We were transformed from a group of people who were possibly familiar to cricket fans into household names – we were even being called celebrities at one point. In every paper you picked up there would be a picture of one of us at some event or other and we became a lot more recognisable to the general public, which of course had an effect on our home life. My wife Rachael and daughter Holly were followed down the street by photographers in Knutsford, near where we live.

People still go on about 2005, but after everything that has happened since then, it’s very much at the back of my mind. Sometimes you almost want people to drop it. You’d think it was the only time I’d ever played well for England. I remember playing well against South Africa in 2003 for instance, but no matter what I do, everyone always seems to compare it with 2005 and tell me my form isn’t a patch on that summer.

To be honest, I’ve never sat down and watched the DVD of the series, although I’ve seen footage when it’s been on the TV in the background somewhere. I’m not one of those people who dines out on things that have happened to me, but for all that, it has improved my family’s lifestyle. Everyone who took part in that series is better off financially, although being in the public eye can have its good and bad sides. Nobody wants to be photographed at the shops or leaving a restaurant, but at the same time that success has opened a lot of doors for us.

We have been invited to show-business parties, and a particular highlight for me was being invited to Buckingham Palace to meet the Queen after the whole squad appeared on the 2006 New Year’s Honours List. That was when this whole experience became completely surreal. When you start playing cricket as a kid in the back garden, the last thing you expect is to be awarded an MBE and have a reception in your honour at Buckingham Palace. I even got a few moments on my own with the Queen during the reception.

During my benefit year, 2006, I got to know Shameless actor David Threlfall, and performing with Elton John in Battersea Park was one of the most terrifying moments of my life. Elton was playing at a benefit dinner for me, and after a couple of songs I joined him on stage to sing ‘Rocket Man’. I stood there, propping up the piano, loosened my tie and my top button as singers do, and tried a bit of crooning. I made sure I sang very low so you could hardly hear me under Elton’s voice, which was so strong. He did look after me when I was on stage because he sang a bit louder to try to drown me out a little. It was a nerve-racking experience, but an amazing thing to do.

Rachael and I were also invited to a party in London hosted by David and Victoria Beckham shortly before the 2006 World Cup in Germany. The invitation was sent care of International Sports Management, who handle all my affairs, and at first I thought it was some sort of wind-up. Once we realised it was a proper invitation, I didn’t know quite what to expect, but it was great. All the England football squad were there, most of whom I’d never met before, but they were very friendly. I knew Manchester United’s Gary Neville slightly, from playing cricket with his brother Phil, but I hadn’t seen him in years. We had a great night. David and Victoria made us feel really welcome and were excellent hosts. Robbie Williams and James Brown provided the entertainment – how good is that?

Thinking back, it all seems unreal for a big lad from Preston. When you’re starting out in cricket, nothing can prepare you for things like that. Like any other young player, I was sent on courses on how to handle the media, which were supposed to help prepare you for life in the public eye, but generally they were a waste of time. You just don’t know what it’s like to be at the centre of a big story until it happens. They can give you as many briefings as you like and warn you about the questions you’re going to be asked, but in my experience the best way forward is to be as honest as possible. I don’t mind people writing about a bad shot or a poor spell of bowling, but some journalists write things that are based purely on their own assumptions. They write about your state of mind, or your motives for taking certain actions, when most of them don’t know you at all, and it can get quite personal.

Becoming better known was one of the reasons given for England failing to build on that 2005 triumph. The media would have you believe we started to take ourselves too seriously and let outside influences affect our cricket, but I’ve never thought that was the case. We were unlucky with injuries so the Ashes-winning line-up was broken up virtually straightaway. Michael Vaughan, our captain, did not play as much cricket as he’d have liked after a succession of knee injuries, Ashley Giles played only a few times after that and Simon Jones has never played for England again. We also lost Marcus Trescothick, who played only a handful of Tests after 2005 having succumbed to a stress disorder which forced his premature retirement from international cricket.

That bad luck with injuries was underlined with our first series after the Ashes, when we lost in Pakistan, which was a big wake-up call to us all. Everyone said we lost because of some sort of Ashes hangover, but Pakistan is a very difficult place to play cricket because the conditions on and off the pitch are culturally different to what we’re used to, and I’m sure injuries to Vaughan and Simon Jones played a big part. Fatigue and tiredness probably had a lot to do with it as well. It had been a long year with our tour to South Africa and then the summer series against Bangladesh and Australia, and those of us who played for the Rest of the World in Australia in October 2005, shortly after the Ashes, had an even bigger workload.

I regarded being selected for the Rest of the World side as a major honour and was keen to play simply because it meant preparing alongside – and in the same dressing room as – Sachin Tendulkar. I have admired him for a long time and was delighted to have a chance to play in the same side as him, even for just a couple of weeks. It was just my luck that Sachin had to withdraw and didn’t make it, but I still found the time I spent in Australia valuable. I wanted to see how players from other countries approached the game, although in hindsight it might have been better had I stayed at home and rested after a long Ashes summer. My ankle was playing up again towards the end of that trip, and my body was tired. I know I felt a lot fresher and full of energy after having had the benefit of six or seven weeks off before I went to India at the start of the following year.

We were soundly beaten by Australia in the Test and the one-dayers, which just underlines that no matter how good a collection of individuals you have, they are unlikely to beat a team who have been together over a long period of time. If you look at all the successful sides, they don’t come together in a matter of months, they take years to build. The Australian team were together for the best part of a decade, give or take a few players, and our Ashes-winning line-up of 2005 was at least a couple of years in the making.

I set off for Australia not long after I got back from London once the Ashes celebrations had died down, determined to make the most of the opportunity to get to know, if not Tendulkar, then Mark Boucher, Graeme Smith and Jacques Kallis. I ended up hanging around with the South African contingent quite a lot. They are an aggressive side and really tough opponents who are not shy of giving you their point of view. I’d had my run-ins with them in the past, particularly in 2003 when they seemed to be trying to wind me up, but I got to know them a lot better in Australia and saw a different side to them. One thing I missed, though, was the intensity of playing cricket that really matters. When you play for England there is real passion because it matters so much to you and everyone in the country. Being part of a Rest of the World team just wasn’t as special. Whether I got Ricky Ponting out or he hit me for six didn’t matter so much in that series.

Steve Harmison and Kevin Pietersen were also playing for the Rest of the World in Australia, and the three of us were allowed to arrive in Pakistan a few days after the rest of the team for our first series as holders of the Ashes. As a team, we were ill-prepared for the tour. We hadn’t done the work in preparation – and we weren’t made to do it. Everything seemed to have gone out of the window in the build-up to the series. We had the open-topped bus rides, players – including me – were going to various social events, and we turned up in Pakistan in no shape to beat them on their home grounds. Playing in Pakistan is one of the toughest tours of all and if you’re not on your game both on and off the field you get found out – and we got found out.

The cricket is hard because you play in hot and dusty conditions, often on flat pitches against a team who excel in that environment and usually have at least two spinners who can turn the game. Off the field, it’s a completely different culture that takes a bit of getting used to. I’m not putting the place down at all because, by and large, I’ve enjoyed my tours there. It’s just that some of the comforts we’re used to at home aren’t always there, even in modern Pakistan, and it does take a period of adjustment. After all the attention we’d received following the Ashes, I think some of us were wondering what we were doing there, and that is not an attitude to have if you’re going to win in Pakistan. We had perhaps celebrated too much and lost sight of what it is we do.

The tour did not begin well with Michael Vaughan, our captain, and Simon Jones breaking down with knee injuries, but despite those setbacks we should probably have won the First Test in Multan. Marcus Trescothick led the team in Vaughan’s absence and got a big first-innings century to guide us to a competitive 418 and put us in control of the match by securing a 144-run lead. We bowled them out again fairly cheaply, leaving us to chase a winning target of just 198, which we should have reached, but somehow we lost the game. The wicket wasn’t doing very much, although there was a bit of reverse swing. I remember being caught on the boundary trying to sweep. I got a top edge as I played the shot but the ball just seemed to carry for miles. Our failure to win in Multan made the task of winning the series all the more difficult. In that part of the world it’s very hard to come back after going behind because they make it so very difficult for you by batting so patiently, and that was evident in the next Test at Faisalabad.

Vaughan returned to the side after his knee problems and we battled back from conceding 462 in the first innings to score 446 ourselves with both Ian Bell and Kevin Pietersen making determined centuries, but the match ended in a draw. During our second innings we were shocked by an explosion in the ground and immediately feared the worst. Rightly or wrongly, we all jumped to conclusions and thought it might have been some sort of terrorist attack. Mentally, half of us were already packing our bags to go home. It turned out that a gas canister attached to the drinks trolley had exploded and it was nothing more than a freak accident. I remember a bloke dressed in army uniform coming on to the pitch and assuring us that everything was all right, but I think a few of us needed a bit of convincing.

PAKISTAN v ENGLAND
(2nd Test) at Faisalabad 20–24 November 2005

Pakistan

[image: images]

Bowling: First innings - Hoggard 22-0-115-2; Flintoff 29-2-76-1; Giles 20-1-85-2; Harmison 24.4-5-85-3; Udal 13-1-60-0; Bell 7-1-33-1. Second innings – Hoggard 16-1-50-3; Flintoff 27.1-2-66-3; Harmison 19-2-61-2; Giles 17-3-51-0; Udal 14-2-31-1.

England

[image: images]

Bowling: First innings – Shoaib Akhtar 27-4-93-2; Naved-ul-Hasan 20-2-63-2; Moham mad Sami 19-4-51-1; Shahid Afridi 30.3-3-95-4; Danish Kaneria 32-3-102-0; Shoaib Malik 4-0-29-0. Second innings – Shoaib Akhtar 11-2-61-3; Navedul-Hasan 12-3-30-3; Mohammad Sami 6-1-18-0; Danish Kaneria 12-4-27-0; Shahid Afridi 7-2-16-0.

Umpires: D.B.Hair and S.J.A.Taufel

Match drawn

While all this was going on, we discovered that Shahid Afridi had done a bit of a dance on the pitch to scuff it up right on a length and help their bowlers. Shahid and I go back all the way to Under-19s cricket when we used to play against each other, and he’s a good lad, if a bit excitable. He did some sort of pirouette with his spikes on the pitch, thinking he might get away with it and no one would see what he’d done. It was probably the most unsubtle thing I’ve ever seen – Darren Gough would have been proud of it on Strictly Come Dancing! I don’t think it had occurred to him about all the television cameras there, and of course they picked it up. In our dressing room his name was mud, but I get on very well with him and couldn’t get too angry because he’s such a likeable bloke. I asked him about it the following day and he just stood there with this daft grin on his face, which was half embarrassment and half being pleased with himself for what he’d done. He paid the penalty in the end because he was banned for the final Test.

The absence of Afridi did not seem to weaken Pakistan’s resources and we got hammered in the final Test in Lahore. We were bowled out for just 288 in the first innings and they piled on the runs when it came to their turn. Mohammad Yousuf scored a double century and Kamran Akmal, their wicketkeeper, also got a hundred. We were always up against it in our second innings and Shoaib Malik claimed five wickets to wrap up an innings win and a 2–0 Test series defeat – it was not what we had hoped for after winning the Ashes just a few months earlier.

As soon as the Test finished, all the lads who had played in the Ashes were asked to go for a meeting in the team room where we were addressed by the British High Commissioner. Clearly something out of the ordinary was happening because bottles of champagne had been placed around the room, which is virtually unheard of in a Muslim country. Then it was announced that we were to be awarded MBEs in the New Year’s Honours List in recognition of our achievement, and the High Commissioner went around the room asking each player if they would formally accept their award. It was a strange situation because at that point I didn’t feel I deserved anything just a few hours after being absolutely hammered in the Test. It certainly didn’t feel appropriate to celebrate after losing the current series.

The one person I was really happy for was Phil Neale, who has organised everything on tour for as long as I can remember. Phil was awarded an OBE alongside Vaughan, Duncan and David Graveney, the chairman of selectors. I have known Phil ever since he was involved in the Under-19s and our relationship has gone through various stages of ups and downs, the downs being mainly due to me. When I was Under-19s captain I was a little boisterous, but Phil kept us all on the right track, and if any of us deserved recognition in that year’s Honours list, it was him.

We stayed in Lahore to begin the one-day series against Pakistan and were again led by Marcus after Vaughan returned home to England for an operation. The series began well with Andrew Strauss getting runs while I played my best innings of the tour, hitting 72 off 65 balls, to help us score 327 for 4. We won the match quite convincingly after bowling them out for 285, although it would have been a far more comprehensive win but for Abdul Razzaq, who kept hitting me to the boundary. He was largely responsible for my unflattering figures of 3 for 73 from just 8.5 overs.

The second match of the series was also staged at Lahore’s Gaddafi Stadium, but before then there was the BBC Sports Personality of the Year awards programme. I had been told I was going to win the main award, the first cricketer to do so since Sir Ian Botham in 1981, and there was even talk of me flying home to attend the evening and missing matches during the one-day series. I rejected that idea because I was playing for England and I didn’t think I should miss matches for that reason, so a compromise was struck. I would be interviewed live instead. The only problem with that was that because of the time difference I was up until around 4.30 in the morning and then played in the second one-day game starting at 9.00. It obviously affected my performance because I was out for a duck and we lost by seven wickets. Geoffrey Boycott wrote a column afterwards, criticising me for taking part in the programme and not getting any sleep, and in retrospect he was right – it was no way to prepare for an international match.

Kamran Akmal had scored a century to help Pakistan win in Lahore and followed that up with another hundred in the next match in Karachi. This time Pakistan got a huge total, piling up 353 for 6, and we never even looked like threatening it before losing by 165 runs. We lost the next match in Rawalpindi by just 13 runs, and by now my ankle was starting to get sore again so I didn’t bowl in the final match.

By the end of that tour we had adopted a team song, written by assistant coach Matthew Maynard. I can’t remember all the words but one line ran ‘beating teams out of sight’ – and this was after we’d won just two games out of five!

We were all disappointed to have lost both the Test and one-day series, but Pakistan are a formidable side on their own soil and can be a match for anyone. We were also a very tired team. We had been through an amazing year, winning in South Africa before putting all that effort into beating Australia. When I got home that Christmas, I saw it as a chance to draw a line under what had happened in 2005 and start again. I was looking forward to the months and years ahead to see what could be achieved with this England team, but even I could not have begun to imagine just how eventful the next few years would be.
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