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About Ben Stokes

Born in Christchurch, New Zealand, in 1991, Ben Stokes moved to Cumbria with his family at the age of 11. He made his debut for Durham CCC in 2009, and just two years later pulled on an England shirt for the first time.

The highlights of his explosive England career to date have included scoring the fastest ever Test century at Lord’s and England’s fastest ever Test double-century. His bowling spell of 6-36 at Trent Bridge in August 2015 helped England to regain the Ashes. He has also played for the Melbourne Renegades in Australia’s Big Bash League. He has a partner and two young children.


About the Book

Ben Stokes is not cast in the same mould as the vast majority of English cricketers.

Fiery, combative, gladiatorial – he plays the game hard and with great gusto. He bats, bowls and fields at full throttle.

Whether it’s thrashing the fastest ever Test century at Lord’s, or the quickest ever Test double-hundred by an Englishman, or destroying the Australian batting at Trent Bridge, Stokes plays the game he loves with his heart on his sleeve and with 100% effort and commitment. Cricket fans adore him for it. Firestarter focuses on the pivotal moments in his life and career so far.

These episodes are vibrant, emotional, poignant – revealing the man in three dimensions, red in tooth and claw. They provide a riveting insight into one of the most exhilarating figures in sport today.


To Clare, Layton, Libby,
Mam and Dad,
who mean so much to me
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‘I’ve just f**ked this up, completely. I’ve lost us the World Cup.’

I couldn’t believe what had just happened to me. What should I do now? How should I react? It wasn’t as if I had any experience to fall back on. Lots of guys get asked to bowl the final over in limited-overs matches. But how many have bowled the 40th of a World Twenty20 final?

Not knowing how to respond, I didn’t. I effectively did nothing. I remained still in the middle of the pitch. When the battle is on, my reaction is spontaneous – I fight. But here the battle was over. I had lost. The fight had left me. I was empty.

Head bowed towards the Kolkata turf, hands over my eyes, elbows on my haunches, I stayed down. I did not want to get back up. Something held me there. In that snapshot of time, it felt like the entire weight of the world rested on my shoulders. Whatever entered my head was negative. How could anything be good? I had let everyone down.

When you are in a Twenty20 match, you are buzzing. As soon as it’s over, all your energy is gone. It’s literally sapped. You tend to feel a little light-headed after every single match. But for this particular one, that feeling was ten times worse.

People will talk about Carlos Brathwaite hitting me for four consecutive sixes for the rest of my life. I can deal with that. What I couldn’t handle was losing the game. Yes, there were 50,000 people inside Eden Gardens on the evening of 3 April 2016, and millions across the globe watching on television, but I thought not of them but the England team I had failed.

It was a kind of numb feeling. I felt hollow. My England team-mates were the ones I had affected most with those four deliveries. We had all worked so well as a group. So hard. We had become tight. A genuine team, with genuine talent, genuine aspirations. We had gone all the way in the competition. All the way to the tournament’s final over. But in a flash, all that hard graft had come to nothing.

Of course, the other lads were there for me. I felt their hands on my back; on my shoulders. I was aware of their kind and supportive words. Yet, at the same time, I was barely listening. And I couldn’t say ‘Thanks’. Actually, I couldn’t talk at all.

All sorts of things were going through my mind. For the next three quarters of an hour, I had to deal with being the guy everyone was looking at. I had to come back out on the field, collect my medal and listen to all the speeches. I knew the cameras would be all over me, to see how I was holding up. I may have looked okay. That was an act. I was not. I was gutted. Do not show it. Keep your head up. Joe Root had said exactly that to me more than once as I crouched motionless on the square.

Later, as we sat in the dressing room reflecting on our defeat, I told Eoin Morgan that I had been more nervous bowling the last over of the semi-final than I was the final. That much was true. My confidence was high after doing the death job successfully a couple of times previously at this World Twenty20 tournament. Preparing to bowl against Sri Lanka and New Zealand had been infinitely more stressful. In the semi-final, I conceded only one run off the bat and took two wickets. I was more than happy to be in the firing line at Eden Gardens. I felt well drilled to construct the same kind of over as I had against the New Zealanders.

Nothing can help you get over the disappointment of losing in those circumstances. It was almost contempt that controlled me at the presentation. As the medal was placed around my neck, all I could think was that it was the wrong one. This one was for runners-up. Second place. I didn’t want it.

Some time later, once I had retrieved it from under my seat in the dressing room, my view began to change. With me, some habits – such as throwing things in anger – die hard. Of course it was the gold one that we all craved, but during two hours together in the changing room, everyone sat with the medals around our necks, we agreed on one thing.

No one can take this moment away from us.

We had played for our country in a World Cup final. Let’s be proud of that. I certainly was. What happened will be in my mind for quite a long time and with me forever. But in future, when I reflect upon the 40th and final over of that thrilling match, it will be a motivation, not a regret. I will use it to try to make sure it never happens again. I cannot say categorically that it won’t. But I’m prepared to place myself in the same kind of scenario, again and again. Setbacks only increase my desire to get better, to train harder, to be a winner.

In the aftermath, people kept asking: ‘Will you bowl the death over again?’ It didn’t need much thought. One hundred per cent I will. If the captain gives me the chance, that is. It’s what I train to do. It’s a skill I’ve practised a lot. I enjoy the one-on-one contest. Some days you win, other days it goes to the other guy. That was a bad day for me, but I will not shy away from the responsibility. In a funny way, I actually want to be put back in that kind of situation. It will mean this England team has been as successful as I believe it can be. And if I nail it next time, everyone will forget the past. Or at least it will give them something else to talk about.

Truth is, we had done unbelievably well to get to the stage where Eoin threw me the ball. The pitch was flat, the boundaries were not the biggest and the ball wasn’t turning. And we knew we were light on runs. Not just a few, either. About 30-40 light. So to stay in the contest defending 155 meant we had to take early wickets. We did that and more, with three inside the powerplay, forcing West Indies on to the back foot at the start of their chase. As a bowling unit, we worked in unison. Until that last over – and the worst passage of cricket I turned in throughout the entire World Twenty20 competition.

My preparation for those final six balls – well, four – had been fine. Eoin didn’t need to tell me I would be bowling it. I knew. I could tell that looking at other bowlers’ overs on the electronic scoreboard. He brought Chris Jordan back with four overs to go. It will be me if it gets there, I thought.

For some time, the match was looking like it was going all the way to the death. I was totally in the zone – running from long-on to cow corner for 14 overs had kept me 100 per cent focused on every single ball. When the opposition is batting, a Twenty20 innings is intense, and concentrating on being in the right fielding position meant I did not start thinking about my fourth and final over until it was upon me.

But when it came to it, I felt ready. I knew exactly what I had to do. And no, there was no complacency from me. None whatsoever. Plenty of people have been hit for 19-20 runs in an over before. So not for one second was I walking to my run-up thinking, Nineteen? This is all over. What I was thinking about was my plan. The confidence of carrying out the job a few times before made me relax. All the nerves I had experienced bowling to Sri Lanka in the must-win group game just weren’t there. I felt really good at the end of my mark.

Not for one second did I consider that we had already won. There was certainly no underestimation of my opponents on my part, as I knew a couple of heavy blows would make it game on again. So I just focused on my preparation for each ball, and what I wanted to do with it once I hit my delivery stride. I knew that if I got all six in the block hole, they were only going to score eight or nine runs maximum and we would win.

All I had to do was deliver. There was no real need to discuss things with Eoin in terms of setting the field. All our talking had been done in preparation. We set it for what I wanted to bowl – the yorker. Yorkers are what I back myself to get right in that situation. I over-perform those drills in practice, doing double workload to get them right, so my training feels transferable when it comes to a game. I had been doing it daily throughout the previous four weeks. It wasn’t a case of holding anything back at this point. I felt ready to go. It wasn’t a case of aiming and hoping. My radar had been good.

A field set for balls pitching on the batting crease is also ideal for slower balls bowled into the deck. So, third man and point were up on the single – the batsmen were very unlikely to be able to hit me through that region with any power and, because there is no pace from the bowler, it’s hard to get the ball behind square on the off-side at all. All the deep fielders were set straight down the ground and in the leg-side hitting arc.

Yet, as soon as I let the first one go, I knew I had missed my spot. Oh God, I thought, as Brathwaite flicked it off his pads and over the rope at deep square-leg.

But I was still backing myself. I had confidence that I could hit the crease with accuracy. That I could deliver the ball exactly where I wanted.

For each of those next two balls, when I let them go, I thought they were in the hole – that Brathwaite could not get his ferocious swing of the bat under it. But they both soared over my head, and 90 metres into the crowd. I didn’t feel as though I missed my target by much. But I had been punished, big time. As a bowler you have a feeling when you release the ball whether or not you have got a yorker right, and it felt like I had.

Between each of them, I had tried to slow myself down. I didn’t want to rush back into things. As a bowler I am guilty of doing that at times: getting the ball back into my hand, turning around and running in, rather than trying to maintain a clear head by pausing. I knew Brathwaite’s adrenalin would be going too, so I was just trying to play the game at my own pace.

Eoin had a chat with me after ball two. It was just his way of trying to alter the tempo a bit. Everything slowed further after the third ball, because it took that long to get it back from the crowd. Throughout I tried to stay as composed as I possibly could.

I kept glancing at the scoreboard: 13 needed off five balls, seven off four. At that point, I still fancied my chances of seeing it through. All I focused on was getting two balls away, for a couple of singles. Five off two and it would still be game on.

It was not until they needed one off three that I conceded it had gone. It was truly amazing hitting.

In the aftermath, it was natural to question my methods. I wondered whether things might have been different had I plumped for four slower balls into the pitch. But if they had sat up in the deck and been clunked, then what? I would have regretted not trying to execute on the field what I had practised so often in the nets. I know I can run up and hit those yorkers the majority of times I try. My recent performances boded well. Against Sri Lanka, I nailed six out of six. And with the dew I worried that the slower balls would skid on to the bat. By my reckoning, they would have been easier balls to hit. My regret was execution not selection.

Once back in the changing room at the Wankhede Stadium, I slumped back in my chair for several minutes with a towel over my head. All the thoughts I’d had on the field minutes earlier, in the immediate aftermath, had gone. This room of silence was still an uncomfortable place to be, though, despite the constant taps on the back from team-mates to let me know – despite their own feelings of dejection – they were with me.

You come to expect that kind of thing from this England set-up. There is a lot of loyalty, and a sense of togetherness. But I knew I still had to get through the public spectacle of it all. The television cameras and photographers would be on me, commentators would be analyzing my body language. With that in mind, I didn’t want to be walking out there with my shoulders down.

So when the time came, I made a point of lifting them high, and sticking my chest out at the same time. Inside that chest was a horrible feeling, but I wanted to at least make it look as though things were alright. Pictures that appeared afterwards made it look like Joe Root and I were boyfriend and boyfriend, with arms on each other. I was just trying to give off the right vibes. To show that I was not shying away, or sulking. I wanted to be seen as a character that fronted up. Even in defeat. Even though it was my fault.

Scrutiny was inevitable. But whatever people said about me, there was no way I wanted anyone thinking I was bitter. Respect for the opposition is important, whatever goes on during a match. When you leave the pitch, you have to let everything else go. Although I’m not sure everyone shares this opinion. I will come to Marlon Samuels later.

One of the things I was determined to do was to say well done to Carlos. I didn’t know him but Chris Jordan did and said he was an absolute champion. If someone achieves something on the pitch in direct competition with me, I want to be the first to congratulate them. Given our contrasting emotions, and the magnitude of the occasion, this wasn’t possible. I would have been steamrollered by a whole West Indies team had I tried.

But, as I was walking off the pitch, I noticed him celebrating on the boundary edge to the left-hand side of me. I simply wanted to go and tell him ‘well done’.

He clocked me as I approached and made the effort to walk my way.

‘Awesome,’ I told him. ‘Class.’

‘Respect, man.’

He then asked me for my shirt, which I agreed to, although it was a strange situation to be in after he had just pulverized my bowling. I was never going to ask him for his in exchange. For a start, we don’t need another duvet in our house.

True to his word, he came to our dressing room later to claim that shirt. Perhaps he wanted to write something funny on it? Nah, he’s too good a lad for that.

When he spoke publicly about me after winning the match for West Indies, it showed him in an even better light. ‘Ben Stokes is an absolute legend in his own right. You shouldn’t forget what he has done for England in the past couple of months,’ he said.

Neither should we forget how incredible his feat was. Naturally, we dwell on our disappointment when we lose. But to come in and strike 34 off 10 balls, hitting four sixes as cleanly as he did, was phenomenal. Anyone who plays the game, no matter the level, knows how hard it is to do that when you first go in to bat.

Yes, they might have been balls to hit for six for him because of his ability, but he still had to hit them for six. And hit them for six under pressure. There would have been plenty of times I would have bowled those same balls and got wickets. Nobody would have thought anything of it.

This was a guy making his debut in the tournament, but he kept his composure and cleared the ropes with ease. That shouldn’t surprise you if you have seen the size of the man. He’s an absolute monster. I literally couldn’t believe how big he was. WWE wrestlers would fear him.

The third of the sixes emphasized Brathwaite’s amazing power. It flew over J-Roy’s head at long-off – but it was a mishit. You could see the bat turn in his hands, and it didn’t make the perfect noise it does when you middle one. Yet it still went 15 rows back.

I would like to think I could replicate that kind of big hitting, but I tend to get into that sort of zone when I have faced 100-120 balls. He had faced six. That is what we were up against – incredible hitting from a standing start.

Cricket fans appeared to appreciate Brathwaite’s extraordinary acts as well. Certainly judging by the reaction to me on social media afterwards. I expected a panning. So it was a pleasant surprise when, after plucking up some Dutch courage, I switched on my mobile phone as I got on the team bus back to the hotel. I refreshed Twitter every few seconds as we wound our way through the streets of Kolkata.

There was nothing like the anger directed towards me I had anticipated. You always get one or two who feel pretty tough sat in their bedrooms hundreds of miles away – but the keyboard warriors were in a real minority on this occasion. Nearly all the messages from England supporters were positive. They focused on their pride at watching us throughout the tournament, not the disappointment they felt at the very end.

I expected flak. I anticipated that I would soon be deleting the app from my phone. But I should have known that the England fans would stick with us. They always do. Their warmth made me want to interact. So I did so.

‘Overwhelmed by all the support of everyone after a disappointing last over . . . So proud to have represented my country in a World Cup final . . .,’ I tweeted.

Throughout those first few hours – firstly, as we sat drinking a few reflective beers at the stadium, later with our families at the Taj Kolkata hotel – the messages simply flooded in. There have been times when I have been pleased with a particular England performance and received more abuse. It had taken a defeat to really emphasize how much pleasure we have given to people in recent times. It was certainly appreciated.

It was not only support from English fans. There were kind words from Indian fans; cricket fans in general were taking time to say ‘well played’. It almost took us to lose a major final to fully realize how much it meant to English cricket followers that their team was one to be proud of. It sounds an odd thing to say but if we had won, I’m not sure we would have appreciated that level of support as much. Of course, you are proud to play for your country. But you are also proud to have fans like that. They are certainly not just in it for the glory.

There were ones from fellow cricketers too, team-mates at Durham, lads I’d played with for England, and also some ex-players. To get one from Shane Warne, one of the greats of our game, meant a lot. ‘It is hurting at the moment. Head high. Use tonight’s match as motivation on every level, so you don’t feel like this again,’ he wrote.

Receiving reassurance that I should stick to the same path, from a player like Warne, was comforting. I had previously met him to say, ‘Hi, how you doing?’ but didn’t know him any better than that. When someone who you’ve watched and admired as a kid offers you advice and support, it really means something. It gave me a real buzz to read it. For him to take the time out to contact me was pretty cool. By this time, I’d realized I could do nothing about what had gone before.

Other things had brightened my mood, like sharing a beer or two with the rest of the England lads – I was a bit of a late starter as I was cramping up in the hour after the game finished, meaning I had to drink a few Gatorades to rehydrate first – and chatting about the tournament as a whole.

It was not long after Trevor Bayliss, our laid-back coach, addressed us as a group that I was supping my first one of the night. Trevor was straight to the point, as is his style.

‘We’ve played some unbelievable cricket in this tournament,’ he told us.

‘In parts, probably the best cricket of the tournament. Tonight did not go our way, but I hope when you look back you will think that we have achieved.’

He reminded us, as we sat with medals around necks, that the match we had just played in was a World Cup final.

‘You haven’t been together as a team for very long, so please think of it all in perspective.’

We had chased down 230 to beat South Africa, defended 142 against Afghanistan after being 57-6, then beat New Zealand and Sri Lanka convincingly, he reminded us. New Zealand had been the competition’s form team.

‘You should all be very proud of yourselves,’ he finished.

Eoin Morgan took a similar theme, reminding us how far we had come in a year.

‘It’s scary to think where we can be another year from now,’ he said.

Trevor is generally a man of few words. But I appreciated the ones he did say to me directly. After coming back from the post-match press conference, he revealed that he had been asked whether, if the game was to be replayed, he would have any qualms about me bowling that last over again.

‘He’d do it tomorrow,’ he told the reporters.

My mood was improving all the time.

Soon, once the beer was truly flowing, we all burst into song. Dressing-room karaoke versions of the personal ones sung by the crowd always give us a good chuckle. As a team we try not to take things too personally and tend to turn some of them into in-house jokes.

During downtime it’s amazing what nonsense is hauled off the Internet. Some time earlier, one of the lads had found some YouTube footage of the Bhaji Army, a collection of passionate Indian fans, singing some of their ditties – the best from our perspective being about Stuart Broad’s coating at the hands of Yuvraj Singh at the 2007 World Twenty20.



It’s the first ball of the over, Stuart Broad,

And the mighty Yuvraj hits it out the park,





. . . and so on and so forth, all the way to six sixes. Funnily enough, as we sat there, this song was going through my head. It gave me the chance to get things back to normal in one fell swoop.



It’s the first ball of the over Benny Stokes,

And the mighty Carlos Brathwaite . . . la de da . . .





Everybody around the room began creasing up with laughter. Then they joined in a new rendition.

It was an early event in a period of closure for me on a career-low moment. On the transfer to the team hotel, I got in touch with Clare, my girlfriend, for the first time. This was another step for me. Normally, when our phones come out of the ICC anti-corruption unit’s locked box at the close of a day’s play, she’s the first person I look for in my messages. If I haven’t got one, I tend to text her. But she knows me well enough. When things have gone wrong, she knows not to talk to me about cricket. At least until she thinks I might be alright. On this occasion, she left it until around the time we were leaving Eden Gardens.

She was with the other partners back at the Taj. ‘On my way,’ and ‘You okay?’ messages were exchanged before we met up. It was late and the hotel bar was shut when we got back. But this was a time for celebration not consolation. And we did so with our loved ones, who had been preparing for such circumstances by over-ordering vodkas, bottles of lemonade and requesting extra glasses.

It was nice that when we got to see the girls they were no longer upset – because as a team we were past that stage. We had come so close to achieving what we had set out to achieve when we left them back in the sub-zero UK just a few weeks earlier, and it was important to acknowledge the positive aspect of that.

We did so, in a private room laid on by the hotel management, until the early hours and beyond. The last drops were drunk at around nine o’clock the next morning.

Let’s face it, if you’d told England fans at the start of a tournament that we would be playing in the final and taking the game right down to the wire, they would have been delighted. It was nice to be in celebratory mood about our achievements, rather than wallow in what might have been.

Everything that happened in those immediate hours after that final over helped me overcome the disappointments quicker than might have been expected. By the time we returned home, I had already come to terms with the fact that people would be talking about me. What others might say was out of my control. And that is the case when you do well too. Entering the dressing room to lavish praise can feel slightly embarrassing. You don’t know quite what to say in response, so you either say nothing or give an awkward laugh. Just as, in that kind of scenario, I wanted to get back to being my old self again.
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