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 ‘It’s all over. And it is one of the most fantastic

victories ever known in Test cricket history.’

Richie Benaud, Headingley, 1981





Foreword

By Sir Ian Botham

Not a day goes by when I do not think of Bob Willis, someone so central not just to my career, but to my whole life. I think of Bob the cricketer, the fellow commentator and pundit, the wine lover, music fan and enthusiast for so many of the finer things in life. Most of all, however, I think of Bob the man, and the enduring friendship that was to be a constant through almost all my adult years.

Among the vast store of memories, one that stands out above most others is when I first properly met him, just prior to my Test debut in 1977 at Trent Bridge as a twenty-one-year-old. Never one to be overcome with nerves, I was nonetheless slightly anxious. I was walking out to our net session the day before when I felt this big hand on my shoulder, belonging to someone I barely knew.

‘Just relax and enjoy it. You’re going to be fine,’ Bob told me.

As the day, and the match, progressed he went out of his way to make me feel comfortable. Him being a senior player, it left quite an impression. This sort of thing gets passed down the generations, and I resolved that when I got some kind of seniority I would try and behave in the same way to the new lads coming into the team.

Almost exactly forty years later, to the day, I was delighted to see Bob had been named by the ICC in the all-time England Test team, as voted by the fans to mark the 1,000th match being played.

Make no mistake, Bob was one of the very finest bowlers and that rarity, a genuine English quick. He used his height well and had real pace – if there was any bounce in the wicket he would extract it. I used to stand in the slips to him and very quickly I recognised that you needed to position yourself a couple of extra steps back. He was different from those other great England bowlers, Jimmy Anderson and Stuart Broad, in that he was a bang-it-in-the-wicket fast bowler. While he had that monster run-up for a lot of his career, it was also noticeable that he could be quick off fewer paces as well.

We would play 60 Tests together and take 476 wickets between us over a seven-year period. I loved opening the bowling with Bob. You could never complain when you had someone like that bowling at the other end. It is worth remembering that he would have taken even more wickets had there been neutral umpires for his whole career, especially as he played so many Tests in Australia, although we could all claim to have suffered a bit through that.

The fact that he played at a high level for so long was a testament to what a fighter he was, and not just in the sense that you knew he was always up for the battle. Bob was a bit wary of his own body and, because of the pounding his knees took on his approach to the crease, he often had to play through pain. I used to refer to his knees as Spaghetti Junction, as there were that many lines criss-crossing them, thanks to his operations. The surgical techniques were not as sophisticated at the time: it was more ‘get the carving knife out and off we go’. It is often forgotten that he nearly died because of a thrombosis caused by one of the operations.

His batting was brave, too. It gave hours of amusement watching him, and whenever he got to 20 it felt like a hundred. It was not elegant, but lacked nothing in determination.

Of course, to me he was much more than a bowling partner, and often he served as a mentor and big-brother figure. If I had a problem, on or off the field, we could sit down with a bottle of wine and talk it through. I did not lack self-confidence, whereas Bob was maybe a bit the other way, so we were quite good for each other like that. We could talk about the game or about our lives away from it, the good and the bad. I trusted him and he was always there.

In these pages the many dimensions of Bob’s character emerge, some of them less obvious to people who did not really know him. He was a relatively shy person by nature, and did not suffer fools. Some might have thought he was opinionated or miserable, but he was not like that at all and had this wonderful dry humour.

He also had a great sense of curiosity and was always up for organising things or doing something new. On one tour of Pakistan he decided not to take the team bus to the ground but instead rode as a pillion passenger on one of the police motorbikes. There he was, towering over the driver, a good yard taller. When he got to the ground, his hair was like a giant cobweb and the police rider was grinning from ear to ear.

That was another thing about Bob: he was great with ordinary people and had no airs and graces. Although he could count lots of famous friends from the world of cricket and way beyond that, he was always interested in people and their lives, whatever they did. I recall us driving up north around the time of the miners’ strike and being held up at a roadblock – we had to wait for an extra half-hour while Bob talked to everyone because he wanted to find out what was going on.

He was a lot of fun to be around. In our playing days, we had our regular watering holes to relax in all round the country, whether it was pints of Timothy Taylor’s at The Junction in Otley during Headingley matches, or the Number 15 wine bar in Manchester for Old Trafford games. Wherever we were in the world, if Bob Dylan was playing within a 300-mile radius, I would get dragged along.

After our playing days were over and we worked on television together, there were rounds of golf at Wentworth or Sunningdale – unlike his bowling action, nobody ever copied Bob’s swing – followed by some very long lunches. On tour for Sky, there was the simple pleasure of playing cards during rain delays, or exploring what the local wine producers had to offer. He knew his stuff about a lot of subjects and had a proper knowledge of wine.

The thing he knew more about than anything, though, was cricket. Not just the technical side of the game – he was also well ahead of his time with his ideas about how it should be run. He would write these papers and get me to read them to see what I thought about his vision for four-day cricket, different divisions or other matters. I felt it was a great shame that the authorities did not listen to him enough, because usually what he came up with was pretty sound.

Just as he was irreplaceable as a player, he was unique as a commentator and pundit on TV. Some may have thought he was negative, but I knew how much he cared, and how proud as punch he was when England did well. The Verdict became his niche, and it built up a large cult following, with lots of people I know making sure they recorded it if they could not see it live. Players would watch it, and doubtless some of them would be hoping that it was not their number coming up that night. It was born out of his passion for the game.

The time in 2015 when Andrew Strauss asked him to speak to the current crop of England pace bowlers – Bob was as nervous about that as he would have been going in to face Dennis Lillee or Jeff Thomson. ‘Don’t worry, the worst that can happen is that they lynch you,’ I told him. In the end he enjoyed it tremendously, and I am sure they found it worthwhile, once they saw there was more to him than putting a wig on and acting the judge.

Of course, the abiding memory most people will have of Bob is Headingley 1981, and I am not much different. He was under huge pressure going into that, playing for his England career. When Mike Brearley told him to let it rip as he ran in down the hill, it became a masterclass of delivering the highest-quality performance at a time the team needed it most. I would be the first to say that he deserves a massive share of the credit for what happened in that game and that series. The last day at Leeds and his 8–43 was one of the most extraordinary things I was ever lucky enough to witness close up.

So I think about Bob a lot, never more so than when I am in a hut that I have in my garden. It contains a few bottles of wine, among which I know would be a few of his favourites, like a South Australian Riesling or a New Zealand Chardonnay. I will crack one open sometimes, and it will be one of those many occasions when I wonder, ‘What would Bob think about this?’





Editor’s Preface

In the old days Wednesdays were half-day closing. So it was to prove to be on Wednesday, 4 December 2019, at Parkside Hospital, by Wimbledon Common, where at just after 2 p.m. my brother, Bob Willis, moved from one life to the next.

A group of close friends and family had assembled that morning to join Bob’s wife, Lauren, as she kept vigil at his bedside. That had been the pattern for almost a week, but this time the smiles of the nursing and support staff were a little more anxious, a little briefer. Did they know it was the day that Bob would leave us? I think they probably did.

On that last busy morning the ever-present group of Lauren, Bob’s daughter, Katie, and I were joined by Lauren’s mother and Lauren’s best friend, Mitzi, over from Australia. Soon to arrive were two of Bob’s greatest mates: the former England fast bowlers David Brown, his mentor at Warwickshire, and J.K. Lever from Essex and all points east. Beefy Botham had visited a few days earlier and Paul (Walter) Allott was due down from Manchester by about midday. (What was it about fast bowlers? It seemed that all of Bob’s very closest friends had earned a crust the hard way, not a spinner or batsman in sight – although Botham and Allott might not like their efforts with the bat to be dismissed so lightly.)

Bob was drifting in and out of consciousness by this stage, with the gentle strains of some of his favourite Bob Dylan songs heavily scenting the background. Many tears were shed that day and it was remarkable to see large, experienced, world-worn men sobbing uncontrollably as they made their way out of the hospital and back to their cars.

Would Walter Allott make it in time? A train delay, a problem with a taxi up the hill from Putney . . . but then just five minutes before Bob left us Walter arrived and squeezed Bob’s hand. Bob squeezed back and that was that.

 

After some very sad final farewells we retreated to Bob and Lauren’s flat at Mortlake. Corks were pulled, tears were wiped and Mitzi composed half a dozen lines for a press release. It was agreed that as Bob had worked for Sky television for more than twenty years, they should have the news first, so it was duly despatched to Sky Sports, just before 4 p.m.

We watched the television expectantly as the news flash was passed to Vicky Gomersall, who was on the news desk with Jim White that quiet and peaceful afternoon. She began to read it out on air but only made it halfway through before succumbing to tears as she realised what she was reading. Jim White took over and was also clearly very affected by the announcement.

Now at least the world knew, and its reaction was extraordinary. All our phones seemed to ring non-stop for the next few hours. Bob’s death was high up on the evening news broadcasts; clips were played; seemingly everybody he had ever met or played with was ready to give a quote – all badly shaken, all very distraught.

The newspapers the following morning were filled with lengthy obituaries – four back pages in the Daily Mail, front-page headlines in the broadsheets – tributes flowing in from around the world. Nobody realised quite how many people he had touched, how many people were genuinely fond of him and how many lives he had entertained for so many years.

 

So, how did this book come about? Back in 2019 Roddy Bloomfield, the doyen of sports publishers in the UK and a friend of Bob’s, had been considering working with him on a new autobiography – before Bob became too ill to continue with the project. Seeing the enormous outpouring of grief and affection towards Bob simply confirmed Roddy’s conviction that a book in his memory would be a fitting tribute.

Meetings were arranged and one of Bob’s closest friends in the media, Daily Mail sportswriter Mike Dickson, was approached to provide some biographical chapters. In addition there would be tributes from a host of personalities who had known Bob well, as well as chapters celebrating his finest hour at Headingley in 1981 and a number of other key matches, a selection of Bob’s own writing and on-air sayings, and a collection of some of the many tributes and messages that appeared in the press and on social media. Photographs would be selected by Lauren to complete a genuine testament to the memory of one of England’s most compelling sporting characters.

Everybody involved in the project is very keen for the book that has resulted to do well and hopes that it will interest readers not just in England, but also in Australia, where Bob had many close friends; in India, a country he much admired; and in many other parts of the cricketing world.

The book is not a commercial venture for the Willis family, however. Bob’s cancer was diagnosed late and had already spread to his bones. Lauren is passionate about the importance of improving early testing of the disease and funding research in this crucial area. She and Katie will be donating the full advance payment and royalties on this book, less expenses, to Prostate Cancer UK.

 

David Willis





Part I

Robert George Dylan

Willis: A Life

by Mike Dickson





1

Forever Young

The stark and beautiful melody of Bob Dylan’s ‘Not Dark Yet’ filled the chapel when, just before Christmas, a collection of family and friends came together to say farewell to Bob Willis. It was, of course, no surprise that Dylan had been selected as a soundtrack to mark the sombre occasion. Everyone knew how much his music meant to the man people had gathered to remember.

‘Shadows are falling and I’ve been here all day/It’s too hot to sleep, time is running away’ are the opening lines to one of the songs highest up the Willis playlist. ‘Don’t even hear a murmur of a prayer/It’s not dark yet, but it’s getting there’ is how this particular Dylan masterpiece concludes.

The decision – as a teenager – to add the Dylan forename was only one indication that England’s celebrated fast bowler was a man of many parts. In common with a lot of the most interesting professional athletes, he did not grow up anticipating that he would find fame as an international sportsman.

Certainly he could not have expected that his passing, on 4 December 2019, would elicit such a tsunami of coverage in the media. The outpouring was one of genuine affection and respect, and no little shock for the vast majority, who were unaware his illness had been at such an advanced stage. Bob’s final few overs were bowled up the hill and into a strong wind, but he never complained.

The service reflected on a life less ordinary. Bob’s brother David, wearing a blue summer jacket that had belonged to his sibling and was one of his favourites, spoke about all that he had packed into seventy years. Paul Allott, not just a friend but a fellow commentator and one-time England team-mate, addressed more specifically his professional achievements.

Bob’s time on this earth was one roughly divided into two parts – the first being the portion that featured remarkable feats on the field of play, the second working in business and then the media. It reflects the old adage that anyone who plays professional sport dies twice: initially when their time is up as an athlete, and later when their life meets the end that everyone is destined for.

The many tributes that were paid in the wake of Bob’s death had certain themes running through them. There was the obvious passion for the sport at which he made his living, and also the fact that he was a man with an enormous hinterland, whose interests extended way beyond England’s summer sporting obsession. The cover of the service sheet was further evidence. It featured a joyous picture of him standing to take the applause of the Centre Court during one of his visits to Wimbledon’s Royal Box, tennis being one of the other sports he enjoyed. The playing of Wagner at the service, alongside Dylan, had been another nod to his wide-ranging musical tastes.

Perhaps there was one aspect that permeated through the many kind words said about him more than any other. That was the difference between some public perceptions and the reality. As he happily admitted himself, whilst he was racking up 90 Tests, 64 one-day internationals and 308 first-class appearances with Surrey and Warwickshire, he found it hard to actually enjoy the game. The struggle to achieve success meant so much that it was difficult to ‘stop and smell the roses’. The image generated by a slightly stern external demeanour may have been reinforced, subsequently, by becoming the most trenchant analyst of cricket in the media.

Those who met him, or knew him, quickly understood that what he was really like was very different. The generosity of spirit, humour and humanity soon shone through upon acquaintance.

Mark Butcher, former England opener and latterly a broadcasting colleague, went on what might be considered a fairly typical journey in his relationship with Bob. ‘As a player, before I had any real knowledge of him as a man, he was kind of terrifying,’ recalled Butcher while talking to Cricinfo. He first had an inkling of what to expect when, while still a player, he swapped a joke with Bob at a hotel in Chittagong, on tour in Bangladesh. ‘As things progressed, Bob was the funniest, warmest, most generous and interesting bloke that I have worked with. The public perception might have been of a miserable old sod . . . but it couldn’t be further from the truth.’

Butcher was only one of many who would enjoy Bob’s wry observations about the human condition and his wide-ranging knowledge of all sorts of subjects. His views on wine, for example, were about as strong, and well-informed, as his views on cricket. He was a good cook who appreciated food. He liked the theatre and the cinema. He was a keen follower and player of other sports, notably football, tennis and golf. He was perhaps not the most elegant practitioner of the last two, which will not come as a huge surprise to the millions familiar with that unorthodox gallop to the crease before delivering a cricket ball at high speed.

But then Bob did not grow up in an era when talent was honed through early county age-group teams, progressing on to academies. There was no hothouse in which, from a young age, he was prepared for the institutionalised life of a modern professional.

This contributed to him defying simplistic description, his character being one of fascinating contradictions. He was a serious person, but one who did not take himself too seriously at all. In his cricketing life he had a rebellious streak, while at key forks in the road he often sided with the establishment. He could come across as forbidding, but was the most approachable of high-profile figures. He was England’s proud and fierce Ashes warrior, who loved Australia.

In short, the most interesting of men, fast and fearless.
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