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This book is for my Dad, Ray, whose passion for cricket made me fall in love with this marvellous game. 
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1

HOOKED

MY personal love affair with the Ashes began on cold winter mornings in late 1986, a time when Europe’s ‘The Final Countdown’ topped the UK music charts, pound notes were still in circulation and Neighbours was in its infancy on the BBC. 

Yet it wasn’t that show that gripped the seven-year-old me. It was the half-an-hour highlights the Beeb would show every night during the 1986–87 series between Australia and England. Due to the fact it was on late, my dad Ray would tape it for my brother Alec and me to watch the following day before school, resulting in the pair of us running downstairs, putting the video on and becoming lost in this magical version of cricket played in some far-off land.

It was an intoxicating experience, charging down the stairs in the dark, not much after 5 a.m. We were so excited, it was like 25 extra Christmas days had been packed into the calendar that year, and each time we would go through the same process, a bit like a pre-match routine. I would fill two bowls with Shredded Wheat or Cornflakes – to be eaten dry as we weren’t allowed milk in the front room until Mum and Dad came down, in case we spilled it on the carpet – while Alec set up the VHS. Naturally, I was not allowed to even touch the remote control as the younger brother. He’d shotgunned that.

Sitting in our dressing gowns, hoods up, we were engrossed watching Ian Botham smash it everywhere. I considered him and others in that England team of 1986–87 to be real-life superheroes. They glorified playing cricket and I wanted to be like them. 

Chris Broad, Stuart Broad’s dad, scored three hundreds that series and I have vivid memories of him punching back-foot drives through the covers. Then there was little Allan Lamb, my favourite cricketer of all time, looking cool and never getting flustered. 

For a boy from Towcester, the fact that Lamb played for Northamptonshire was reason enough for me to idolise him, but my dad also played with him in a benefit cricket match at St Albans, and when he ruffled my hair in the changing room that day it felt like being knighted by the Queen. It makes me laugh whenever I retell him the story these days, and he claims to remember it. Of course he doesn’t. 

Northamptonshire was my local club and it gave me a way of connecting to that England team. I loved watching him play for Northants, and here he was down under doing the same thing, making things look so easy. He is still one of the most under-rated players to have played for England, I think. Always pugnacious, exceptional against quick bowling and particularly fearless against the short-pitched stuff, he also looked effortlessly cool: the swagger, the smile and the cowboy moustache. Especially the ’tache, you could argue. 

Bill Athey wasn’t cool, but let’s be honest, every team needs its straight man, and so that effectively made him cool by association. Then there were other appealing characters like Gladstone Small, Phil ‘Daffy’ DeFreitas and the wicketkeeper, Jack Richards, who scored a hundred in the second Test in Perth. 

England batsmen seemed to take it in turns to score hundreds from the first day of the series, when Ian Botham smashed 138 in Brisbane. It was the old Gabba ground with the greyhound track running around the outside and it just didn’t look like the cricket grounds we had seen over here. The bare-headed Beefy brought added attention to its perimeter by clearing it on several occasions, most memorably a hooked six off Merv Hughes. It was spectacular, sexy, gorgeous cricket.

I had already fallen in love with the game because my big brother played and my dad played, but perhaps because it looked so different from what I had seen here – so otherworldly, being played on the other side of the planet – this was the first series that told me: ‘I want to play cricket.’ It was just the best game in the world being played in the most magical land – penal colony, call it what you want – and to a young lad it was great.

Watching, I was consumed by thoughts of getting Allan Border out. Suddenly life became about representing the country and winning the Ashes. I wanted to be next in line to join the ranks of Englishmen who were celebrated for coming out on top in the most revered sporting rivalry of them all. 

I have no idea how I developed the double loop in my bowling action, but it might not be a complete coincidence that it is reminiscent of Peter Taylor, a bespectacled accountant who briefly bowled off-spin for Australia after being drafted in for the Sydney Test. No one seemed to have seen him bowl before that series, including most of the regular watchers of top-level cricket in Sydney. The rumour that the selectors had meant to call up future Test captain Mark Taylor, his New South Wales team-mate, and got the wrong man was strengthened by the fact that only one recognised opening batsman had been chosen. 

There were three other blokes, all capped at international level, ahead of him in the state’s spin-bowling pecking order. Yet there he was, a virtually unknown 30-year-old, with just half a dozen first-class appearances to his name, whirling his arms around before delivering the ball, and doing so to great effect. 

Perhaps subconsciously his technique had an effect on how I bowled, because I appear to have blatantly copied him. ‘Peter Who’, as he was dubbed in the build-up, proved the difference between the sides in that fifth Test, taking eight wickets at the Sydney Cricket Ground (SCG) to claim the man-of-the-match award, while a young lad in the Midlands did his best impressions 10,000 miles away in his back garden.

Alec and I were constantly playing in that garden, taking it in turns to be England. Whoever lost the toss had to be Australia, and we would play innings after innings until we got called in for tea. Each team would have five wickets, meaning that five players would be nominated to represent you from each side. I was already patriotic enough to pick the worst possible team I could think of when it was my turn to be Australia. 

I would be all the lesser-known names: Dirk Wellham, Tim Zoehrer, Greg Matthews. I simply refused to be Allan Border, Dean Jones and David Boon, preferring to play badly whenever I was the other lot. This doctoring of the game with my substandard efforts was match-fixing in its purest form. Of course, Alec would be trying desperately to win, but I just couldn’t stomach winning as Australia, even against my own brother. Yet when he was the Aussies, I wanted him to choose the A-listers, so that winning tasted all the sweeter.

We had bespoke rules for these contests – such as two out of five batsmen having to bat left-handed and every third over having to be sent down left-arm – and we would turn the back-garden tap on to slick up the pitch too. Every day we would be out there, strapping the pads on and bombing the hell out of each other. Our garden had the perfect dimensions for cricket, being about 12 yards wide, and the ball would be flying to all parts. 

Only in later years would I come to realise how blessed I had been watching such a successful group of individuals defeating the Australians. I had seen some of the 1985 Ashes, and England had also won that one of course, but I was to come to understand that for an English supporter growing up in the 1990s it was a rite of passage to see your team being hammered by Australia.

People carried on harking back to the marvels of 1981 for the next couple of decades, but that was probably to ease the pain of some horrible thrashings. I reckon the hardest to take was the first in the sequence, in 1989, when the team billed as the worst in Australia’s history arrived for a routine defeat. Such forecasts proved extremely foolhardy. To be honest, we got slaughtered. It was absolutely chaotic too, as just about everyone who played county cricket got a Test cap that summer, and not one of them could cope with Terry Alderman, the innocuous-looking swing bowler who wobbled it around a bit and caused mass panic. 

Not least for Graham Gooch, our best batsman, who looked like he had homing devices tucked behind the flaps of his one-piece Stuart Surridge pads. Whenever he put them on and walked out to bat Alderman seemed to locate them, yet when he played county cricket Alderman was just an honest pro, a worthy bowler who would hold his own with a few wickets here and there. In the six-Test series in 1989 he got 40-odd. It was just one of those summers when the ball swung round corners, and he was able to get it to talk. 

And so my adolescent view of the Ashes was formed. Most of my talking about cricket as a kid was with my geeky older brother, and I owe most of my cricketing knowledge to the fact Alec is such a nerd. I followed him everywhere and became the ideal sounding board for him to show off his extraordinary statistics. He knew everything about everything. He was like a walking Wisden. So I always knew the exact margins of England’s defeats and the averages of each of the players on either side of the divide.

For when it came to England versus Australia, that was what it was: a divide. From a very young age, you can sense that the competitive rivalry between the two countries is fierce. There is no getting away from the fact it exists, yet if you asked a sports fan from either side they would struggle to explain why. It is there because it always has been, just as night follows day.

Once you have actually played in the games you realise that any sense of hatred between the players is a bit of a myth, but sport at the highest level creates tension, and tension creates occasional flashpoints, and these only serve to fuel that myth. They also help fill time and keep people amused in after-dinner speeches, but they’re not truly representative of what happens on the field. From my experience, there is no preconceived nastiness simply because your opponent is Australian. Sure, if someone nicks one and doesn’t walk, they are likely to get some stick – but that’s because they’ve got away with one, not because they’re playing for Australia. 

What is true, however, is that the Ashes as a concept has developed into a huge event over the decades and as players you buy into that when you are selected to play. And the rivalry has perhaps been developed away from the field more than on it. We don’t like Australia and they don’t like us. Why? It’s tradition, isn’t it? You don’t question it. A game of social one-upmanship exacerbated by the ball-and-chain image, which says we are better than you. 

To really get into sport, to really understand the sense of competition in its purest form, to truly understand the highs and lows, you need a diehard rival. Their successes or failures help define those of your own team. Take football, for example. For Newcastle supporters like me there is Sunderland; for Rangers there is Celtic; Man United have got Liverpool – ha ha, that will annoy City fans; Arsenal have got Tottenham. When it comes to international football we all club together and laugh at Scotland, don’t we? Or if we’re feeling particularly chipper about ourselves, we stoke things up with Germany.

If you ask your average football fan why they hate their rival team you will get answers like, ‘Oh, because they’re scum’. You won’t actually get a reasoned argument for not liking Rovers if you are a City fan. There is no real substance to any dislike in most cases other than they are not us.

Of course, there are some clubs that have a deep dislike of others for reasons outside of sport. Think of the political backdrop that divides clubs like Nottingham Forest and Leeds United, stretching back to the 1970s and 1980s and the miners’ strikes. When one set of fans is crossing a picket line, that’s a whole different ball game. 

Mostly, though, the ill feeling is not necessarily region to region. It’s directed a lot closer to home, and you can’t stand the club whose fans live amongst you. They might even be on the same street. Take Newcastle and Sunderland again, for example. Apart from the fact that Sunderland is a complete hole and Newcastle is a fine metropolis – one of the finest on the planet – they sit alongside each other. But there is an historical significance to the cities’ rivalry dating to the shipbuilding era. Everyone assumes that ‘Mackem’ is a derogatory term for residents of Sunderland. No such thing. There are a couple of takes on the exact origins of the word but they refer to the fact that the ships were built in the city: ‘we make them’, or to incorporate the north-east dialect, ‘we mack ’em’. They would then be sent down the River Wear to sea. Of course, Newcastle fans will provide the variation that before this happened their ancestors would then ‘take them’, or ‘tack ’em’, and outfit them. It’s important to use anything you can to impose your superiority in these instances, even when the evidence is questionable.

Similarly, the Ashes rivalry has been maintained for the best part of a century and a half because it is so deeply embedded in our country’s traditions. It is the way it has always been and it is the way it always will be, I guess, and we don’t feel the need to trace its historical origins every time a new series comes around, or to question its significance in the history of the two countries concerned. Because originally the two sides of the contest were symbolic of the Empire and the Colony: the old world versus the new; the elite versus the commoners; the law-abiding citizens versus the lawbreakers. And the war between these two contrasting civilisations took place on a sportsfield rather than a battlefield.

It is human nature to look for a rival, to want to engage in a survival-of-the-fittest battle, to compete; and the fact that the Australians are, or more accurately were, descended from the English – albeit biscuit thieves and petty criminals – provided that extra edge to the sporting competition. I have no doubt that during the 1880s there would have been some social malice between the two XIs, but these days when it comes down to it, although there is the odd one you could genuinely make a case for locking up – let’s not dwell on David Warner, though – there are some great blokes in either dressing room, and it’s the direct one-on-one contest that is so appealing. 

There is no doubting that there is something about Ashes cricket that transcends the sport, something that goes beyond the actual match itself and draws in people of all ages, even kids watching for the first time, with its magic dust, making you want to switch places with the bowler or the batsman. 

When I was young it was the same with the FA Cup final. It was an all-day event that was screened in its entirety on the TV from early morning, beginning with shots of both teams having breakfast or relaxing in their hotels, then boarding their buses for the trips to Wembley and studying their suits as they walked across the hallowed turf before the match. Watching Grandstand on Cup final day was what everyone did. Because of all the hype, it used to feel like the biggest thing in football, even bigger than winning the League. Not these days: it has become nothing more than a sideshow, thanks to emphasis being placed on other things by the authorities. During my youth, though, the fact that the FA Cup finals and the Ashes were on the BBC made everyone talk about them. It was a part of my generation’s growing up. 

The world was a bigger place then, and seeing cricket played in a far-off land made you take pride in the fact that players in our country were being sent there. To experience it as a player is something else. It is so obviously way bigger than any other series that you play in as an England cricketer. Let’s be fair, in a summer when you are up against Bangladesh or New Zealand, no offence to those two teams, but those aren’t the kind of challenges you used to fantasise about, in between thinking about one of the cute girls, when you were sitting at the back of the classroom as a 13-year-old.

Of course, every coach says things like ‘this is the biggest game you could ever play for your country’, because they have to. I have heard that countless times when everyone in the team meeting knows it’s a lie. The next game is always the biggest; it’s the way sports teams look at things, and I get that. But, come on. Let’s have a dose of honesty here. Every player in the room is thinking: ‘What a load of rubbish, of course it’s not.’ It’s April, it’s Bangladesh, Jimmy is going to get 10 wickets and we will win inside three days. Yes, play the best you can, but let’s not pretend it’s the Ashes and a game you really dream about.

Touring Australia, I have always felt that it is effectively two countries in one. On one side, there’s a fiercely loyal, aggressive, almost redneck kind of society that hates England, and pretty much every other form of outsider, to be honest – a rather misogynistic clan of beer-swigging louts that pronounce their country ‘Straya’ and sing, ‘Aussie, Aussie, Aussie, oi, oi, oi’. Then there is the trendy-lefty, liberal, LGBT-rules-OK crowd who believe everyone should be treated fairly and who tend to be pretty welcoming. It means they’ve almost got a split personality as a country, which makes for quite a contrasting time while you’re there. Things change from week to week, depending on your itinerary.

For example, when the Test series begins, they typically send you to Brisbane first, and as cities around the world go that’s about as feral as it gets. Blokes wear the stereotypical cork hats and squeeze themselves into Brisbane Broncos rugby league shorts that barely cover their privates. And they’re pretty creative as a welcoming committee, typically introducing themselves with greetings like ‘F*** off home, you Pommie bastards.’

I am not sure beginning in Queensland is a tactical thing. It’s just an historical one, as they tend to start all home summers there in the modern era, regardless of the opposition. It is perhaps no surprise that Australia have an excellent record of 28 undefeated Test appearances in Brisbane, though, because as soon as you walk into the stadium, you feel the full force of the crowd’s hostility. 

On day one in 2010–11, Peter Siddle had just taken a hat-trick and I was the next man in. The noise as I walked out to bat, from the moment I left the dressing room, all the way to when he ran in to bowl, was frightening. Absolutely deafening. Like nothing I have experienced in my whole life. The hairs on the back of my neck were literally standing on end. I know you hear that expression from time to time, but it really is the best way to explain the physical feeling I experienced before producing the best forward defence I’ve ever played. It felt like I had just returned serve from Novak Djokovic and I wanted to scream: ‘Yeah, stuff you lot.’ I’m glad I didn’t, because I was out a few balls later and I’d have looked pretty stupid. 

On the bus to the hotel in the evening the chat was all about the atmosphere. ‘Could you believe that noise?’ That was the general subject. It was like a cauldron. As we were discussing it, one of the guys pointed out a chap waiting alongside us at the traffic lights on a Harley-Davidson – with one of those hats worn by the bikers in the Netflix series Sons of Anarchy, the ones that look a bit like a baseball helmet. He had an Australian cricket vest on, some burgundy Queensland or Brisbane shorts, the tightest known to man, and just one flip-flop. He had a can of beer in a home-made holder on the handlebars and he was grinning at us: ‘You blokes f***** up? Eh?’ 

In England, if you go to the cricket you’ve a good chance of wearing a jacket and even putting a cravat on. Oh, and you might arm yourself with a hamper. You want to get there nice and early to make sure you’re guaranteed the best parking position, and you jolly well clap the opposition if they do well. This guy was not one of those chaps. He resembled the kind of beast that would tear down a fence to get in. Throughout our brief encounter he sat swigging from a tin of Castlemaine XXXX, exposing a smile missing one or two teeth here and there – and the fashion sense of Crocodile Dundee. 

What a contrast to crowd for the second Test at Adelaide, which has a much stricter dress code, and tends to promote a very refined, antiquated outlook, attracting a more sporting audience willing to applaud good cricket as a result. 

Those two first stops in a series provide a real dichotomy at the start of a tour, but it doesn’t always work in Australia’s favour, as we found when the boguns at Brisbane turned. For the first three days the crowd tore into us and acted as Straya’s twelfth man. But by the end of that Test match, after we scored more than 500 for the loss of just one wicket, they were booing their own team. It was like that partisan crowd in Rocky IV when they stopped cheering for Ivan Drago and switched allegiances. 

Sure, as a rule they love to hate an Englishman down under, but they hate a loser even more, and so when they are dealt a losing team they can’t handle it. They just cannot accept being second in any sporting contest, and to be fair they don’t try to hide the fact, yet it was still a freaky experience when a proportion of them turned in that way. Suddenly, it was like they were saying: ‘Stuff this, this Australian team is embarrassing. I’m going to support the Poms instead.’

We were winning, and playing well, producing exactly the kind of cricket we’d expected to – and this decision by their own supporters only served to put the Australian team under even more pressure. At this time, the Australian players seemed to have it in the back of their minds that their own fans would turn on them, and once they did the negative attitude towards them lasted the entire trip. 

During the one-day series that followed the Tests, we were playing in Melbourne and Michael Clarke was getting booed every time he hit the ball. What had started as pockets of disquiet two months earlier had mushroomed into audible, persistent protest.

‘Is that because you’re a blue bagger?’ I asked. ‘They’re jeering you because you’re a New South Welshman, right?’

‘No, it’s because they think I’m a ****.’

Jesus Christ, this was the way they were reacting to losing the Ashes. They were prepared to jeer a bloke who had won countless matches for them in the past. One of the best players Australia had ever produced. 

I can be hyper-patriotic at times, but I have to say that I am pleased to be an Englishman. Let’s face it, we have the fairest, most loyal crowds in the world. I think it’s because we are the most self-deprecating of nations. We almost like to be rubbish at stuff because it gives us something to whinge about. Equally, it means that when one of our national teams does better than getting walloped, everyone rejoices.

Not that I am your typical England fan. We are a pessimistic country as a rule and there have been countless times when we have been 50 for no wickets chasing 120 and the default position around the stands is that we’re going to lose. But I’ve always felt like a square peg in a round hole because I’m an eternal optimist. ‘Win from any position’ – that’s my mantra. From the sofa, I always cheer until the bitter end. As a player, I always felt that there was a chance until the scoreboard told us otherwise.

Ahead of one Ashes series the England players were asked to consider contingency plans if things didn’t go as we had envisaged. We had to write down all the what-ifs and think about how we would cope with them as a team. Some of my team-mates came up with things like ‘What if they are six down at lunch, then put on a partnership of 100?’ Or ‘What if we are six down at lunch?’ My thoughts tended to be the complete opposite: ‘What if we’re bloody not six down? What if we bowl them out for next to nothing?’

We have this doom-and-gloom outlook, that a huge kick in the biffs awaits us – it means that when we do win we celebrate feverishly, and I’ve always liked that too. It’s why when moments such as the 2005 Ashes victory come around the whole country joins together and celebrates properly. The players got MBEs, for Christ’s sake! Even Paul Collingwood, although it is rumoured in cricket circles that Her Majesty the Queen gave him one just to wind up Shane Warne. 

It felt like everyone was united in their belief during those crazy six weeks that this was the best thing ever. Of course it was a brilliant achievement, but was it really the greatest performance by an England team ever? No, probably not. It was blown up in part because we’d been hammered for years and years, and winning in those circumstances felt all the better. We had got used to losing to the degree that when we actually won, all sense of perspective went out of the window, and in a perverse kind of way it felt like normality was restored when the England team went to Australia 14 months later and lost 5–0. 

In football, in every build-up to a World Cup we are all desperate for England to win and, no matter how positive we are as a nation about the prospect, there is always that caveat: ‘Oh, we won’t win it; I just hope we have a good run.’ Why won’t we win it? We certainly won’t if we go in with an attitude like that. I don’t believe that anyone in Germany thinks they’re going to lose a semi-final on penalties. 

England supporters are extremely loyal, though, and the Barmy Army in particular – simply because there is a core of them that watched England around the world for 20 years when they had little or no chance of winning, especially when it came to the Ashes. Yet there they would be in the stands, shouting for their team, spending their life savings, in high spirits. It was almost like a perverse badge of honour: ‘Look at just how bad we are. We’ve spent everything to follow this shower.’ 

They’d found meaning in their lives, and those of us in cricket know lots of people like this, or people who want to be that kind of person. Every Englishman wants to do something slightly mad. We don’t want to be brash, like the Australians, or like the Americans, going around pumping each other’s tyres up. We want to celebrate from positions of adversity. At least this attitude taught us how to deal with defeat after defeat. 

Since England got that urn back after 16 years in 2005 it has been the Australians who’ve had that extra pressure heaped on them. I am surprised Ricky Ponting kept his passport, to be honest, after overseeing three Ashes losses. Yes, he might have been the best Australian batsman since Don Bradman, but it’s a wonder they didn’t force him to live back in Tasmania at the very least. Or even dispatch him to New Zealand. 

I am sure both Joe Root and Steve Smith have already thought about the risks and rewards that go with leading their countries into this winter’s Ashes, because it is not a series that creeps up on you. Nowadays, in the age of 24/7 sports news, every major sporting event is built up to the nth degree, and for the Ashes that means a countdown clock. We’ll all be ticking off the days to the tenth such series of the 21st century whether we like it or not, and then the coverage of the series itself will boot everything else into touch. 

Before a day’s play in a Test match against South Africa – which is a big deal for an England player, a series I always looked forward to and always wanted to do well in – you know it’s going to be tough and that you’ll have to play well to come out on top. There will be three camera crews out on the field – Sky Sports and Channel 5 amongst them – and a few radio reporters milling about from Test Match Special. All in all, there will be around 50 people out there. In contrast, before an Ashes Test there is barely a blade of grass to be seen. Take Cardiff in 2009 as an example: it felt like there were hundreds out there as we practised ahead of the toss. Every media organisation you could think of seemed to be around with their own crew, and there was even one from Japan. That made me chuckle. I assume Monty Panesar is a big draw in Tokyo.

It was a similar story after the game. If you get the man-of-the-match award in a one-day international against New Zealand at Lord’s, that’s quite an achievement. New Zealand are a very good side. You’re wheeled into a press conference with three cameras and two dozen journalists dotted around the room. But if you are man of the match against Australia, everything is multiplied by four. There’s a big microphone on the desk and everyone’s eyes are focused on what you are about to say. It feels like you’re addressing the world, and that’s the kind of situation you dream about as a kid. It’s your superstar moment, surrounded by the bright lights. The world is there to hear you sing and so you sing as loud as you can. 
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