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‘The Breaks are Off? Are you serious?’ I asked Gibbo, my ever so patient and wonderfully monotone Brummie ghost, when he called me during the 2011 World Cup to discuss a title for this book. ‘Can’t I have something like My Life and Other Funny Stories?’

‘No, you can’t,’ he said. ‘A lot of people at the publishers have put their heads together, and this is the best one they’ve come up with.’

‘How about An Idiot’s Guide to Playing for England?’ I pleaded.

‘But that could be any fast bowler from the last 30 years,’ Gibbo argued. ‘Besides, this has a nice double meaning, given that you bowl off-breaks, and seeing as you did naff all in cricket for so long, then suddenly picked up at pace!’

There’s not much of a comeback to that sort of comment. Sitting on a bus outside a massive Indian stadium waiting for Jonathan Trott to finish some more throw-downs, I had to let out a good laugh.

‘Okay then, mate, call it what you like,’ I said, ‘but push for a decent picture on the front cover.’

‘Well, that could be a problem,’ chirped the five-foot-five word-smith. ‘You’re an ugly bastard at the best of times, but when you’re bowling, you look like you’re chewing a Marmite-flavoured wasp.’

Again, I had to laugh. Gibbo had made two very good points, albeit in a worryingly honest sort of way. First, I had indeed been going nowhere fast for a long time before a lucky break here and there led me to the point at which someone was willing to publish the story of my career. And secondly, yes, I am not the most photogenic man alive, especially when gurning my way through the crease. I relented.

‘Okay, mate – call it your brakes-are-off thing and pick any old picture. I’m sure it’ll be all right.’

So here you have it. My very own pun-spun autobiography. However, I do believe it’s a better title than some my England team-mates have been overheard discussing during rain breaks. I’ll give you a few examples and see if you can guess the player:


Cooking Up a Storm

Leading from the Front

Miserable Monobrowed Burnley Paceman



Of course, not all of these titles have made it to the bookshelves, although I am keen to see the last one hit the bestseller list, if only to cheer up Jimmy Anderson on a future tour.

It’s been nothing but great fun putting this book together. Even when the two-megabyte-a-week Internet speeds of the subcontinent made Skype nigh-on impossible, I somehow managed to get enough face time with Gibbo to smile my way through stories of the last 30 years. I even managed to convince him to invite me into his lovely home in his adopted Yorkshire, just so I could raid his chocolate biscuit tin, where I was truly shocked but equally giddy to find a 15-year-old Wagon Wheel. Only after eating it did I roll into a semi-hallucinogenic dialogue of the darker years of my career, which hopefully helps fill the pages between the lovely pictures we’ve managed to dig up!

Thanks, of course, to Richard Gibson, for his amazing patience and rambling phone messages; Roddy Bloomfield, for being an extremely understanding publisher; Mum, Dad and Alec, for their verbal and pictorial contributions; and everyone else who helped get this book off the ground.

Most of all, I have to thank my beautiful wife Sarah and extremely handsome (chip off the old block) baby boy Wilf. It’s fair to say that without them in my life, I would be clad in skin-tight jeans, heading for a seaside town somewhere as an Erasure tribute act, telling anyone who’d listen that I could have been.

I hope you enjoy it . . .
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1

EARLY SNAPSHOTS

MY RECOLLECTION of the day I believed I’d ruined my dad Ray’s life is as vivid as any of my childhood memories. I was 10 years old and playing a home match for Northamptonshire Under-11s against Derbyshire at Weekley & Warkton Cricket Club, about half an hour’s drive away from where we lived (in the posh side of Northampton).

The sense of occasion had been heightened on the journey to the ground by my dad’s announcement that we would be stopping on the way to buy some film for his camera – a Canon as I recall, with a lens that was flipping massive, and an ability to take as many as two shots a minute.

‘I’m bringing this tedayuh cos ah want te tyek the opportunity te get some photos of yee,’ he told me.

Well, we must have stopped at about 10 shops – newsagents, chemists, corner stores, you name it – before eventually getting the right roll to fit this contraption, and undoubtedly he would have been seeking a 24 exposure rather than a 36, in typical northern style. But having finally struck gold, he found himself the prime position to take some award-winning action photos.

We opted to bat after winning the toss and, with me due in at number four, I would not have to wait long for my big moment.

Sure enough, my turn came around pretty quickly and, full of expectation, I headed out to the middle. Unfortunately, I trudged back in despair moments later after I nicked off second ball, turning my gaze as I did so to where my father sat, in anticipation of a sympathetic look.

No such luck. There he was, kicking a fence. It was the kind found in club grounds around the country – wooden posts with metal railings running horizontally, designed to keep the horses out – but this particular fence was having seven bells booted out of it in sheer frustration.

Being a good son, I took my kit off, ignored whatever my coach had to say – I thought he was rubbish anyway, something of a recurring theme in my life – and trotted around the boundary to face the music on the other side of the ground. There was my dad, sitting on a bench at the furthest point from the dressing rooms he could find, with only the horses behind him for company. As I approached he refused to look at me. He completely ignored my existence as I perched next to him and began swinging my feet.

After five minutes of silence – pierced by a couple of meek inquiries along the lines of ‘What should I have done with that ball, Dad?’ – came the inevitable rollicking. Call it a son’s intuition but, despite kidding myself that I was on the threshold of a little pat on the shoulder and a ‘Never mind, son, you’ll get some next week’, I knew it was coming.

‘Tha cost me £3.95, did tha fillum,’ were Dad’s first words. ‘An I’ve got two bloody shots of yee!’ He then got up and walked off. And that was the moment that this 10-year-old, without breaking the rhythm of those swinging legs, believed he’d done irreparable damage to his old man.

As it turned out, they were quite nice shots. One of me bouncing out to the middle, and the other walking back again, dragging my bat along the ground with my toes turned in and head bowed.

Generously, my dad stayed to witness the rest of the game, but he refused to take any pictures of me when I bowled. He told me in no uncertain terms I was undeserving of his beloved Canon, and it was destined for the boot of his car.

Only a week earlier, my brother Alec had struck a magnificent 148 somewhere or other, and what seemed like thousands of commemorative photographs were displayed on the dining room table for everyone to admire, while in contrast my measly montage wouldn’t have filled a place mat.

It was a good few years later that I discovered the old man had craftily waited for us to take the field to retrieve the camera and get a few decent shots of me bowling. Alas, he had not managed to capture my dismissal of Ian Blackwell, the Derbyshire hero, first ball.

Dad rarely came to watch me play again after that – and only saw me a few times until I played men’s cricket alongside him. However, there were extenuating circumstances.

Once Alec, who is two years older than me, progressed beyond the Under-11 team, it meant that we would invariably be playing for the county at the same time in different locations. Therefore one parent had to drive each of us to a game. Dad clearly washed his hands of me after his Lord Lichfield impression went wrong at Weekley & Warkton, and ferried my brother everywhere. As a result, my mum, Mavis, came to watch me. So we grew up with me as Mum’s favourite and Alec as Dad’s. They will deny it, obviously, as all parents do, but Alec and I know the truth.

By the age of 10, I was already an established fixture in the Northants youth set-up, having turned up for Under-11 nets with Alec from the age of seven. That was the age, in fact, that I made my county debut – it was the final game of the 1986 season and for some reason they were one (minuscule boy) short for a match against Middlesex.

My first set of bowling figures were far from impressive but have nevertheless stuck in my head. Despite barely being able to see over the stumps, I bowled a demon spell of 2–0–31–0, and had a blatant stumping declined. Disgraceful.

It seemed like a man’s game to me because I was so tiny. And it would continue to do so for quite a while as I represented that same Under-11 Northants side for the next four seasons. Certainly for the first couple of years, Alec was the big gun of our side, scoring the majority of the runs, and that arguably helped me along; I was probably better than half the lads that were older than me just because I knocked about with him in the back garden. That sibling rivalry definitely brought me on as a player at a quicker rate.

I adored playing for the county and the highlight of every summer was undoubtedly the Under-11 festival at Dartford College, where we would face London Schools, Essex, Kent and Lancashire. That was when I first played against kids like Andrew Flintoff, Alex Tudor and the future Manchester United and Everton footballer Phil Neville.

Spending three or four nights at the Dartford Festival felt longer than a winter tour does now. You would have a game every day and at the end of the week there would be a festival match where the best team got picked. For sport-loving lads it was like the perfect holiday. You would play cricket during the day and ping-pong at night. In fact, we played table tennis so much that I’m sure I was better then than I am now, because these days I doubt I would give my cats a good game.

Dartford’s main pitch was unusual because the square was not square at all but round. There were two other pitches on-site as well, so games would be going on simultaneously. These other two were probably about 200 metres away, although because you had to carry your own kitbag, it felt like a trek across the Himalayas. And when you arrived things got even more treacherous: awaiting you were the most dangerous pitches a young kid could ever play on, especially when Tudor, who was already about 5 ft 9 in in his stockinged feet, was whanging bouncers down at you.

I got to know Freddie Flintoff at a very young age because of this festival, and we were always very friendly, off the field at least – because on it, he was a boy with the physical capacity of a bloke. Like Tudor, he would bowl proper bumpers. He was really long and lanky as a kid, with enormous hands. And you could see where he got it from because his dad Colin seemed like a giant to us little people. Fred was an amazing batsman – his power allowed him to smash it all over the place – and he also had the ability to bowl at what seemed like 100 miles per hour.

The first time I played against him was aged 10 for Northamptonshire Under-11s against Lancashire at Rainford Cricket Club. It was an intimidating experience, which began with the Lancashire coach telling us: ‘Be careful today, lads, I’ve got a couple of Malcolm Marshalls bowling for us!’ He wasn’t joking.

One of them was Fred, another was Phil Neville, who was already being tipped as a future England international. That came to fruition, of course; it just turned out to be in football not cricket. Well, the pair of them were the absolute speed of light to their contemporaries, and I remember our opening batsman crying at the non-striker’s end. When the umpire inquired what was the matter, he whimpered something about the bowling being too fast.

I went in at my regular number four position, missed the first ball, survived a plumb lbw next up – reprieved because umpires tend not to give leg-befores at that age – but really made amends by getting my hobs knocked everywhere by my third. And this wasn’t even by one of the feted duo. This bowler was a guy called Lee Radcliffe. Lancashire had the quickest bowlers in the world, it seemed, and being northern meant they were all massive.

Northern fixtures were good for me because my grandma Lillian and grandad Les lived in Warrington, and they were in the crowd that day. They would get in their Mini Metro and drive to all sorts of places to see Alec or me play. Grandad’s attitude towards my performances was the polar opposite of my dad’s. ‘Never mind, son, have an Eccles cake,’ he said as I perched myself in front of his car. I was always pleased to see Grandad at my games.

He was at the corresponding match the following summer too. Once a season Lancashire junior teams got the chance to play at Old Trafford and it just so happened the annual fixture was against Northants. Now, the chance to play at a Test ground when you’re a kid – a county ground, let alone a Test venue – was pretty amazing. But things didn’t look too promising as we drove north, rain bucketing down all the way, and as I stood selecting my twenty pence-worth of pick-’n’-mix at the midpoint service station prospects of the match taking place did not appear good.

Miraculously, however, it did. Not long after we arrived, the wet weather cleared and we played. Some matches, even ones I did well in, are hard for me to recall, but this one comes back easily. Lancashire were 130 for four after 32 overs when the rain returned and I had claimed two of the wickets: Flintoff lbw, and a guy called Scott Richardson, who went on to play for Yorkshire.

It was an amazing day for me. There I was at Old Trafford, with Grandad Les sitting alongside the steps to the pavilion, dead proud that I was competing on the hallowed turf. He always wanted Alec and me to play for Lancashire, you see, and here I was doing the next best thing. I remember walking off the field and seeing him holding court in the pavilion, surrounded by committee members.

‘Your grandad’s told us all about you,’ one of them said to me, as he patted me on the back. ‘You’re going to play for England, we hear. England captain and a Lancashire regular, you’ll be.’

My mum joked afterwards that Grandad would have been trying to talk his way onto the committee. I suspected he was more interested in their cake selection. Unfortunately, Grandad died when I was 14, so he didn’t get to watch me as a county or international player, nor did he see his wish come true when Alec played for Lancashire. That was a shame, but whenever I think of him it leaves me with a feeling of happiness.

People associate me with having a laugh, and my mum says I get it from my grandad. He was the most jovial, old-fashioned northern grandad going, a truck driver by trade and an avid sports fan. Whenever we were at their house, he would be watching something on the box, and he was never happier than when that something was rugby league, and Warrington in particular.

Sport and pastries were his first loves. The fondness for the latter stemmed back to the Second World War when he tried to join the army along with his nine brothers but was rejected when it was discovered he had a heart defect. Barred from fighting on the front line, they trained him up as a baker instead, and he became Warrington’s finest. He was very proud of his Eccles cakes, and so I never had it in me to tell him that I hated them! Nothing personal, I just can’t stand mincemeat or raisins – devil’s food, if you ask me – yet I always forced them down regardless because good old Grandad had made such an effort.

Closer to home, Alec and I played our club cricket at Horton House because Northampton Saints, the club Dad joined in 1987, did not have a junior section at the time, and so a chap called Ted Gascoyne was my first coaching mentor. He was also one of the nicest blokes I’ve ever met. Every club’s got a Ted: an above-and-beyond kind of guy. He would be there five nights a week, coaching the Under-11s, Under-13s, Under-15s and Under-16s. Two of his boys, Sam and David, or Bomber as he was affectionately known, used to help out. Years later, when Ted moved away from the area, the two lads eschewed a normal social life to build on their father’s legacy.

Short and rotund, Ted was the most convivial man on the planet. Always smiling, if ever there was a game of cricket going on, you’d find him in the nets throwing balls to the less talented lads. He had so much time for everyone. In fact, I can only remember him being angry once and that was when his son Geoff, who was my brother’s age, swore. As punishment, Geoff was made to stay at home the next week and have his mouth washed out with soap and water. Literally, we suspected, because when it came down to it Ted was pretty old-school.

For a kid it is so important to feel wanted. You see so many playing football and getting bellowed at by adults from the sidelines these days, but Ted was the exact opposite. He made you want to go and play cricket at his club every day of the week. At the time, we didn’t even realise we were learning and getting better, it was such a great laugh.

Ted wasn’t very technical – having said that, apart from my dad, I can’t remember getting much technical coaching from anyone – but we definitely improved as a team under his guidance. Ted’s big thing was to try to get all of us to hit the ball back where it came from and not across the line. Clearly, I didn’t listen to a word he said because that’s exactly where I’ve tried to hit everything ever since. But his lasting legacy was the idea that the game was to be enjoyed. If you didn’t find it fun, you shouldn’t be there. He obviously wanted his teams to win, but it was the sheer love of cricket that kept him coaching, and that rubbed off on the kids.

While most of my county team-mates played for a club called Little Houghton, making them the team to beat in our area, the efforts of the Gascoynes made Horton House ultra-competitive. Quite rapidly, in fact, we reached a standard where we won everything. And this was quite something, because aside from just a few exceptions – us Swanns being two – our team was made up entirely from lads in the local village.

The sense of achievement was tangible when we won our first competition – victory in an Under-13 County Cup final at Irchester, inevitably against Little Houghton. In their line-up was Kevin Innes, who went on to play for Northants and Sussex, and was at the time the best player in the country of his age by some distance. In fact, Innes was at the crease as the game went into the final over with the scores neck and neck. The rules of these eight-a-side contests always kept things interesting, because in addition to scoring runs, you knocked eight off your opponents’ total for every wicket, and so there was everything to play for as Andy Oram, a family friend of ours, and a future Northants second-team colleague, ran in to bowl.

Little Houghton had just nudged ahead of us when Innes skied one and the ball seemed to disappear into orbit. It certainly felt like the most towering catch ever as I ran back from cover – in reality, it probably just looped in the air – and clung on in front of all our mums and dads. The parents went up as one, screaming and cheering, and Ted was hugging anyone within grabbing distance as we secured our first trophy. After that watershed moment we seemed to win every year, and when I look back they were really happy days.

Mum, who transported me to practice or a match virtually every night of the week – Tuesdays would be Under-13s, Wednesday Under-15s and Thursdays Under-16s – was a major part of that great time. She would drive me wherever I needed to be, sit down and watch the whole thing, whilst marking books, looking up and clapping with a distinct sense of timing. Then on the way home, she’d listen to me harp on about the runs I’d scored or wickets I’d taken.

Nobody could question the level of her support, yet she also imposed my maiden suspension from cricket. Yes, a family-imposed ban on representing Northamptonshire, which began when I was 12 and lasted for four years. Now, I will admit to being a tad anti-establishment, but this particular ban had nothing to do with me. It sprang from accusations that Alec, of all people, had been abusive to umpires during games. The county attempted to make an example of him for a couple of matches, but my mum wouldn’t have any of it.

Anyone who knows my brother would tell you it is just not in his character to show dissent, and I remember Mum going potty after receiving an official letter about it. ‘Right,’ she said. ‘If they’re going to treat one of my boys like that, they aren’t going to have either of them.’ True to her threat, we never played at age-group level again.

Although that felt devastating for a cricket-daft young lad, it was probably the best thing for me because, instead of travelling around the country playing against boys of my own age, I was suddenly thrust into men’s cricket every Saturday afternoon. Horton House showed a distinct reticence to let me play, or certainly play a meaningful part if selected, so I moved to my dad’s club Northampton Saints in 1991 because their attitude was that if you were good enough you were old enough.

So it proved. Rather than batting number 11 and bowling a token two overs, I went straight into the Saints’ second team, opened the batting and bowled regularly. I loved it and within a few weeks I made it into the first team.

From that moment on, my game advanced greatly, primarily because I was competing against seasoned club cricketers at a good standard. I was only pushing 5 ft 3 in at that age, used a size six bat and couldn’t hit the ball off the square, yet I adapted my game quite well. I remember right at the end of that season, there were half a dozen people missing in the 1st XI and we fielded a skeleton side at Bedworth. It was the first first-team game I can recall, probably because of the part I played in it and the unusual circumstances. We had turned up with just eight players, and I batted at number seven, but I got about 30 and hauled us agonisingly close to securing a losing draw.

We so nearly saved that match against all odds, but as I walked off that field any disappointment was tempered by the knowledge that I could actually play at that level. It was a weird feeling. This was the team that I had always watched Dad play for, and it seemed like the pinnacle of cricket to a little kid. Yet here I now was part of it and doing quite well.

They say you develop lucky grounds and favourite opponents and I did my best to prove the theory when my maiden hundred in senior cricket followed in the corresponding fixture in 1993. Miners Welfare was hardly the most salubrious of settings, with its pitch plonked in the middle of a public park. Dog turds lined the whitewash like boundary markers and stragglers occasionally had to be reminded that it was not etiquette to walk directly across the field during play. Nevertheless, Bedworth were a competitive team, and in Dennis Oakes, a wily old leg-spinner who had played for Warwickshire in his day, they possessed one of the league’s leading bowlers. ‘Look out,’ Dad had warned me beforehand, ‘cos he will try te bool yee while you’re not watching. His trick is te let gan before yee are ready.’ On this particular day I was ready for anything.

Dad’s next piece of advice came out in the middle. He had dropped down to number five, basically to allow me to bat at number three, and joined me when I had 98 to my name. I knew this for a fact because he informed me as he arrived at the crease. ‘Remember, I’m forty-three and not very fast between the wickets,’ he added.

Of course, the advice went unheeded as I immediately hit one to deep backward point and hared through for two, with Dad shrieking ‘Yee bloody idiot’ as we crossed for a second time. I turned to look over my shoulder as the ball was hurled to his end and saw a whirl of bat, pads and boots as he dived full length to get in. Thankfully the throw was wide and he’d beaten it, giving me the chance to revel in the glory. Rather than go and apologise, however, I ran around the ground, punching the air in jubilation. Dad, meanwhile, was emerging from his shower of dust. ‘Well done, son,’ he said, as I returned to the middle. ‘But dinnae ever bloody do that again!’

Even in his forties, Dad remained one of the best players in the Central League and was still good enough to represent Bedfordshire, while I, despite losing all sense of coordination somewhere during adolescence – it was as if one day I grew big feet and longer legs, which made me look like Peter Crouch without the sense of balance – was developing something of a reputation as a batsman. Good job, I guess, given that my ridiculous growth spurt meant I completely lost the ability to bowl.

But my approach to batting could not have contrasted more with that of my dad. It was demonstrated the first time we opened together, against Blossomfield at home later that season. Birchfield Road East was a lovely little ground with short, straight boundaries, and on this particular afternoon I made good use of them. So much so, in fact, that after 21 overs of being sledged by just about every member of the opposition I brought up my hundred. If they dropped short I cut hard, when they pitched it up I launched it straight back down the ground. I just smacked it everywhere. Upon reaching three figures I received some fatherly advice from my first-wicket partner, who had meandered to about 35 at the other end.

‘Right, son,’ he said. ‘This is a great chance for you to get a double hundred. Forget what’s gone, switch back on and start again. You’ve got your eye in, so bat sensibly from now on.’

‘Stuff that,’ I said. ‘If I’m getting 200, it’s coming in the next 10 overs.’

Seconds later I was caught on the boundary for 107, and departed happy enough because it gave me almost 30 overs to mess about with my mates. Dad, meanwhile, as if to prove a point, batted for the remainder of the innings, finishing unbeaten on 126, and refused to look at me over his cakes and scones at tea.

He still allowed his thoughts to find their way to my ears, however. ‘You’re a bloody idiot!’ he told me. ‘Yee could have had 250 there. You’re a bloody idiot!’

We never saw eye to eye on this subject throughout my formative years. I always used to tell him: ‘No one will remember me for a boring sixty. People just don’t remember that type of innings, but they will always remember a flashy thirty or forty.’

‘That’s rubbish, yee don’t knaa what you’re taakin aboot,’ was his staple reply.

But I was sufficiently obstinate to stick to my guns, and I have continued in the same vein. Of course, I now wish I’d said flashy hundreds instead because my entire career has been blighted by those flashy thirties. C’est la vie, I guess.

One thing I am indebted to my dad for, however, is a love of the game. Cricket was an integral part of our family life and when it came down to it we didn’t have a choice in the matter. From the year dot I was ferried to cricket grounds. I was born in March 1979, and before the end of April, when the local league started up, I was dragged off to my first match at his then club Old Northamptonians. Alec was already running around with bat in hand, of course, while I was wrapped up in the pavilion in a huge purple blanket. It was a warm welcome to the rest of my life.

In the Swann family weekly schedule, Saturdays meant cricket. From a young age it was the day I idolised my dad. All kids think their dad is Superman, don’t they? But I had genuine evidence to back up my claim, because more often than not he would be the best player on the pitch by miles. It seemed he scored a hundred or pretty damn close to it every week. Who was Ian Botham, anyway? No one compared to my hero.

Such was Dad’s reputation that his dismissal was always met by the biggest roar of the day from the opposition. However, their pleasure at his departure could not have been in greater contrast to his feelings about the situation. And this is where Mum came into her own. She learned very early in their relationship that it was best to stay out of Ray’s way whenever he was out.

Let’s just say that he was not one to respect the traditional sanctity of the dressing room. He would take it out on his cricket bag, and shout and swear without a care for who was in earshot. So the routine for this fraught family time was for Mum to beckon Alec and me over, sit us down in perfect tranquillity on the picnic rug and feed us cupcakes and juice. This impromptu picnic would last what seemed like an eternity – so probably quarter of an hour in reality – and be followed by Dad’s reappearance for the rest of the innings.

One of my earliest recollections is putting on his batting gloves and cap after his dismissal, and I can still almost get the whiff of it in my nostrils – unsurprising really, because the smell given off by his Combined Universities cap, one of those traditional ones with the flat peak, was horrendous. Years of sweat build-up on old cloth is unlike anything else, but the fact it hummed never bothered me. I would put it on and sit there contented, and by the time I was three I would round up pads and gloves and sit with the rest of the team as if waiting to bat.

My parents met at Loughborough University, on a teacher-training course, the perfect environment for someone like my dad who played every single sport under the sun. It was football and rugby in the winter (before my mum banned him from playing football because his disciplinary record was so dreadful) and cricket in the summer. There was no respite. As soon as the winter season finished, the summer one began, and so Mum’s spare time was spent at various sports grounds, both before and after us kids arrived on the scene.

We were used to watching Dad play sport but were never allowed to attend his football matches. We didn’t know why at the time but it later became apparent it was on account of his appalling language. Because he was the only Geordie, Mum figured we would have been able to identify the culprit too easily!

Dad was a centre-forward and a good player by all accounts. His father, Wilf, played for the Services – after he single-handedly beat Rommel in the desert – and possessed the claim to fame that he was the only player not with a First Division football club at the time. In fact, my grandad never played cricket. But Dad took it up, quickly found he was good at it, burst into the Blyth first team at a young age and soon went on to play for Jesmond and for Northumberland.

So how did our family settle in Northampton? Well, during his student days, Dad turned out for the Combined Universities against Northamptonshire 2nd XI at Wantage Road, a ground, as anyone travelling there for the first time will testify, that is only discovered with a considerable amount of difficulty because of the maze of backstreets that surrounds it. To do so also requires a modicum of luck. As they battled vainly in their quest on this occasion, apparently Dad turned to Mum and said: ‘I’ll tell you one place I’m never going to live, and that’s Northampton.’ So, Sod’s Law dictated that the only teaching job offered to him upon qualification was in the town – and 500 yards from the cricket ground to boot.

Long-term indoctrination has meant that even Mum has grown to love the sport. Well, she has certainly come a heck of a way since the first time my dad ever took her to a game: Yorkshire were playing, and she asked, rather loudly, and thus embarrassingly: ‘Who’s this bloke then, fielding next to us here?’ It was Geoffrey Boycott. The whole world knew who Geoffrey Boycott was – other than Mavis Swann, that is.

Now she knows the game inside out, and she has always been great for me. Because she knows I don’t like talking about cricket that much, she never brings up the subject. Yet if I do want to talk I can have remarkably intelligent conversations with her. She’s switched on and brilliant for me because she has remained one-eyed throughout my whole career. It doesn’t matter how well anyone else has done, I’m still better than they are, and that’s exactly what you want to hear from your mum. It has certainly helped me maintain my positivity. My glass has always been half full, while my dad is the opposite: an archetypal pessimist.

When my brother scored hundreds as a kid, the first question would be ‘How did yee get on?’ Dad’s second, having barely waited for a response, would be ‘How did yee get out?’ In contrast, Mum’s answer to everything was ‘Wow, that’s brilliant!’ If I did really badly she would always know to talk about something else. With a Geordie dad and a Lancastrian for a mum I have had a very northern upbringing, but their outlooks couldn’t have been more different.

Dad continued playing for the Saints until 2001, and that would have been it for him but for the feeling that he had unfinished business in his club career. A meticulous compiler of records, he spent a few years nursing the knowledge that he had scored 96 competitive hundreds – those scored in friendly matches discounted – before the bug bit him again in 2009. He simply had to get to three figures, and two hundreds in his first season back nudged him closer.

Despite his 60th birthday looming on the horizon, he reached the landmark during 2010 in a Northamptonshire Cricket League Division 10 contest between Saints’ fourth team and Irchester. I knew he would reach his target that summer, although I was convinced that he would sprint the single required, raise his bat and keel over dead on the pitch. It would have been quite a nice way to go for someone who had devoted his life to cricket, but I’m obviously glad he didn’t.

His achievements were recognised with a special award at the league’s annual dinner, and I am so proud of him because that is what he always had in his cricket: pride. He played with so much passion, and I hope that has rubbed off on me. His love for the game never waned throughout his entire club career. Good on him.

Although Dad’s first teaching post was in Northampton, we moved on to Towcester in 1990 on the back of him getting a job at Sponne School. This was a good move from my point of view because it meant I could just roll out of bed at the last minute and still be on time for the bell.

You know the kind of teacher who is either loved or loathed, with no one occupying the middle ground? That was my dad. He is unmistakably Geordie and Towcester is a very conservative, middle-class town, and anyone with a regional accent is either feared or mocked. His fellow teachers tended to love him, but the kids, especially the naughty ones, hated him because he didn’t really care about the boundaries when it came to discipline. If he found out that kids were bullying others, he would happily bully them back to teach them a lesson. These were the days before smacking was banned in schools, but it is safe to say that he wasn’t the hippy teacher that swore by the holistic approach. He would stand perpetrators up in front of everyone and yell at them until they cried. I loved that about him.

Not that I was exempt from his dressing-downs. I confess I was a cheeky so-and-so at school and got away with murder, but somehow I survived Dad doubling as my maths teacher for two years between the ages of 13 and 14. In maths we sat in rows of four and I was in the penultimate row, with four girls in the row behind me – four very attractive girls, as it happened – so I was forever leaning back in my chair chatting to them. On one particular occasion it was clear that my dad had had a distinctly bad morning.

‘Graeme, turn around and get on with yer work,’ he barked.

‘Sorry, Dad.’

Two minutes later I was leaning back talking to them again.

‘Graeme, ah’ve told yee once and ah won’t tell yee again. Do yer bloody work!’

A couple more minutes passed, and I’d just resumed my chat when I was startled by a huge bang. The back of the classroom housed a full set of metal lockers for pupils to store their books in and the almighty din was the sound of a set of keys, which had flown seriously close to my head, smashing into them. The whole class gasped and put their pens down.

I slowly got up and went and picked up the keys, shaping as if to shy them at the teacher’s end.

‘Yee dare!’ he warned.

I don’t know what came over me, but I threw them back at him and in his attempt to catch them he cut his hand. Dad didn’t say anything and, with that typical adolescent attitude, I thought: ‘Yeah, that showed you – don’t shout at me!’

However, this was the first period and that left my dad simmering all day long. While I had completely forgotten about the incident as I sat in the car waiting for Dad to take us home that afternoon – Alec had a spare car key, so he used to let us in – my dad had not. Alec was sitting behind me on the back seat on this occasion – it was obviously my turn to ride shotgun – as I saw my dad approaching in the wing mirror. He was walking through the playground with a huge pile of books.

He opened the boot of the big Volvo estate, popped his books in and quietly made his way around to the driver’s seat. He opened the door, sat down and in the same motion gave me a right smack around the side of my face. ‘If yee ever show me up leik tha agyen, ah will break yer bloody neck!’ he warned. To sum up in teenage parlance, I was bricking it at this point, and needless to say from that day forth I carried on being cheeky in everyone else’s lessons, but not in those of Mr Swann.

We didn’t play cricket at school. Well, that wasn’t strictly true. We did play the obligatory annual fixture in the County Cup, but we were not a cricket-playing school. There was just no appetite for it. So, each year, the sports teacher would come and seek me out a week before the first round and prep me to pick a team.

The games I remember, and for obvious reasons, were against Oundle, a very well-to-do public school, which fell within the county boundaries. Now, my school was a very good, middle-class establishment, the oldest in the county, and one of the oldest and indeed highest-rated comprehensive schools in the country. But it was probably like Grange Hill compared to Oundle.

The Oundle lads’ preparation would no doubt have been meticulous, whereas our pre-match planning amounted to me picking my 10 best mates, all of whom fancied an afternoon off lessons. Then, on the morning of the game I would cram my kitbag with every pair of whites and every cricket shirt I owned and hand them out like a Red Cross missionary.

Our dressing room must have been some scene. There in one corner was the biggest 14-year-old we possessed, whose body defied the odds to squeeze into Under-12 gear, and in the other would be one of the lads who had missed out on the free clobber. The only variation from his day-to-day uniform therefore would be a pair of trainers instead of shoes and his tie would be fastened around his head rather than his neck. But from his point of view, a couple of hours messing about at fine leg was better than double chemistry.

When the ball came towards my team-mates, most of them, despite their rough-and-ready exteriors, would stand aside and protest: ‘I ain’t stopping that, it’s too hard!’ So you can imagine the impression we made at Oundle.

I remember them being absolutely appalled by the collection of ruffians who’d turned up at their pristine establishment. Agricultural areas seem to breed big lads and this certainly applied to my mates. By the time they’d completed a year at senior school the majority had grown full beards. A by-product of our physical prowess was that we were brilliant at rugby, and beat everyone. But we must have looked like Neanderthals when we turned up to play cricket. I stuck out like a sore thumb, looking more like the opposition with my pretty kit on, matching pads and gloves, and familiarity with the etiquette of the game.

The other lads didn’t appreciate such nuances, of course, and so an appeal from an opposition bowler for caught behind, when our batsman clearly didn’t hit it, would trigger rather uncouth responses, usually along the lines of ‘F--- off! That’s not out. Appeal like that again and I’ll beat the s--- out of you.’ It was sledging at its most undiluted. There was no cleverness about it, and they genuinely would have swung punches at these posh little kids for appealing if our sports teacher, Mr Yuill, had not intervened from square leg.

Victories were rare but one win that I cherished was against Roade School, one of our two local rivals. Their team was made up of the majority of the lads I played junior club cricket with at Horton House, and I was determined to beat them. I got a hundred, and we did. And I got my highest-ever score against Campion School – our other local rivals, and the target of our jibes because the Jesus Army had its base just outside their village. It was a 20-over game and I made 191.

This mass destruction took place on an AstroTurf pitch, which was sandwiched between two rugby fields, and I was genuinely gutted when my chance to get a double hundred was scuppered in the 18th over when a guy sporting the full trainer-minus-tie look, who had never played cricket before, produced an astonishing one-handed catch at long off. He was probably only standing there so he could be first off for a bat. There was no method to setting fields – school teams in our area often used to employ four mid-ons, not for any tactical reason, but just because that was where the lads that couldn’t be bothered stood around chatting.

There was certainly less intensity about these games than those that took place in our back garden. The width of our house in Towcester was just about the perfect length for a cricket pitch. The back patio was made up of concrete slabs, and the cracks in between provided the bowler with some assistance. Our match ball was one of those orange wind balls used for Kwik Cricket.

These days those balls tend to be quite light but this one was dense and hard, so blows to the body hurt. We used to get fully padded up in Dad’s kit – helmet, gloves, arm guards, the lot – and prepare for a peppering. Halfway down the pitch was the garden tap, and to liven things up we would take off the hose, turn on the water and flood the playing area, making the ball absolutely fly as a result. This was proper, competitive garden cricket. Serious stuff.

Various targets earned different amounts of runs: the big set of steps up the garden was worth three; if you hit the wall it was one; hitting the window was out. Our one-day games would consist of five overs, and you were required to vary your bowling between an over of seamers, one of spinners, then an over of left-arm, and so on. As a batting side you had three wickets and one of your batsmen had to be left-handed. You get the picture.

Our cat Gus was employed as a fielder and because of his contrasting relationships with us – he hated Alec – would always assist my cause. If you hit the ball and Gus jumped on it, that was a wicket. Officially he was my cat, given to me as an 11th birthday present, and he seemed to know this, so whenever Alec was batting he would leap into action, but when Alec was bowling Gus would disappear to some other part of the garden and ignore him.

The late Gus – christened because he reminded me of Gus Logie – made it to 20 years old before snuffing it. I even got him a signed shirt from the original Gus during a Northants pre-season tour to Grenada. I didn’t tell Mr Logie it was for a feline friend, of course, just a mate back home.

We would play for hours on end, or until Mum got fed up with our destruction. The drenched concrete slab caused the ball to gather such speed that the fence behind took an absolute pasting, and we would be banned for weeks at a time for putting new holes in it. We would still sneak out when we could, of course, trying to keep as quiet as possible so as not to draw attention to ourselves.

Unfortunately, silence rarely prevailed for long and the noise that one of my full-blooded pulls made on the large patio doors is something I’ll never forget. These doors represented short leg and hitting into them, no matter how hard, was out. On this particular day, Alec had wound me up something rotten and when he switched to bowling spin I pulled it as hard as I could straight into them. Although it was right out of the middle, it was a terrible piece of timing, coming as it did just as Dad peered out from the other side. Needless to say, I was already jumping the fence into the safe haven of the farmer’s field as he stormed out.

We would always be outside playing something, be it throwing a rugby ball or kicking a football. But when the temperature was okay we would play cricket. Of course, we fell out as brothers do, but he was my best mate. And from my first competitive match, Alec and I always seemed to be playing together. When I think back to my earliest matches, he was always there. There used to be an unwritten rule that you couldn’t play above your own age group, but when I came along the powers-that-be allowed me to play two years ahead of myself. So I played for a couple of years with Alec before he graduated to the Northants Under-13s.

And I’ve always bowled off-spin. Or I should say that I have bowled it so long that I cannot remember starting. Simply, because I began so young, and was so small, the only way I could get the ball to the other end was to have a huge loop on it. So I don’t know whether anyone actually suggested spin bowling. I think I just did what came naturally.

As kids, myself and Alec, who was a wicketkeeper, were a cunning combination. We worked out at a very early age that we could get stumpings off wide deliveries, yet none of our contemporaries seemed to be aware of this. Perhaps it was because all we seemed to talk about with Dad was cricket’s finer details that we cooked up such plans.

If you bowl spin as a kid, your opponents tend to charge down the pitch and try to hit every ball for six. So, in anticipation, Alec and I came up with different signals: a flick of the hand to signify that the next one would be down the leg side, or a rub of the chest to warn of one on its way outside off stump. Down the pitch they would charge, only to be duped on their journey, allowing Alec to whip the bails off. In our eight-a-side matches, we would regularly combine for half a dozen stumping victims and I would finish with as many wickets as runs off my bowling.
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THE UNIVERSITY OF LIFE

DURING THEIR teenage years just about every young English cricketer ends up bowling medium pace at some point. I was no exception, although my stint as a seam-up merchant amounted to no more than 10 matches, the most memorable of which was for the Northants County Colts in a Northamptonshire County League game in May 1998.

Former England bowler Neil Foster was our player-coach, his remit being to organise selection each week and fill in himself where necessary, depending on injuries and call-ups for the senior teams. On this particular occasion he informed me I would have to share the new ball with him because the pair of trialists who were supposed to be fulfilling those roles had pulled out. Our team that day had six spinners in it and I’d drawn the short straw.

As it happened, I couldn’t have enjoyed myself more: my 17 overs yielded figures of six for 61. There was I at one end hurling down these dreadful little away-swingers while Fozzy kept beating the bat at the other. Yet somehow I got half a dozen members of the Irthlingborough 1st XI out – including a couple of their ex-county players – whereas former England paceman Foster managed just one victim. So I felt pretty good about my new vocation, and even better when, in pursuit of 215 for victory, we scraped home by one wicket.

The performance certainly had an effect on me, but not in the way one might anticipate. The next day it was back to business as usual and I was in the first team for a televised game against Essex, at Ilford – my first appearance on TV. Naturally, I switched back to spin in pre-match practice. But I was all over the place; the previous day’s exertions had completely knocked me out of rhythm and I was sending down double bouncers and all sorts.

Things didn’t get much better when it was our turn in the field later that afternoon. Nasser Hussain was playing for Essex and he smacked me for a massive six, as I headed towards figures of 5–0–38–0 in a resounding eight-wicket defeat. Stephen Peters, who I knew from schoolboy cricket, later told me that Nasser got back into the dressing room following his unbeaten 62 and brazenly declared: ‘If that Swann lad is the future of spin bowling in this country, then we’re f-----!’ His judgement, based on the evidence I presented, was fair, though, because I bowled like a drain.

During my youth I always took wickets, but as with many aspiring all-rounders, my main suit fluctuated between batting and bowling as I moved through the system: in county age-group cricket, then for the Midlands and Young England. Primarily, I had risen as a bowler who could bat, but as my batting improved at around the age of 15 I became a batsman who bowled a bit. In fact, for the England Under-15 team a lad from Essex called Jonny Powell was picked as the main spinner, and I didn’t mind at the time because bowling seemed too much like hard work. A combination of laziness and the realisation that batting was much more fun meant I hardly put up a fight.

But regular wickets against Wales, Scotland and Ireland meant I kept my bowling going. However, this period also coincided with my rapid growth and it was the one time in my life that my action didn’t feel completely natural. I could spin the ball miles but couldn’t really control it, and as a result I didn’t enjoy it that much.

It was my ability with the bat, in fact, that initially attracted the attention of Northants, and I made my debut for the 2nd XI at the age of 16 years and 46 days as a top-order batsman. Yet when my next chance came a year later, it was as a bowler who batted down the order. Somewhere in between my bowling came back and it undoubtedly improved from netting every day. Of course, when you are young you imagine you are going to open the batting and bowl spin for England. Life is pretty simple. But when you start playing county cricket you get pigeonholed, and because I was the spin bowler I slotted in at number eight. And to be frank, ever since I established myself for the county it has been my bowling that has been my main thing.

My inaugural Northamptonshire 2nd XI call-up came on 9 May 1995, the second day of a Championship match against Gloucestershire at Bristol, after Tim Walton had been summoned by the first team. Upon arrival I was told that I would be batting at number four but, with Gloucestershire 65 for four in reply to our first-innings score of 264, that meant a wait for my chance to impress.

We secured a 111-run lead on first innings but the nerves were understandably jangling as I sat on the balcony at Nevil Road and witnessed Pakistani Mohammad Akram charging in at the speed of light, minutes after I’d implored my new team-mates to lend me whatever protective gear they had – arm guards, thigh pads and even a helmet, as I didn’t have one at the time.

Alec was batting at number three and we came together at 16 for two, shortly after he was smacked on the gloves by one that had flown off a length.

‘Good luck, Graeme, keep your eye on the ball,’ he said, heartily.

I did and hit a couple of nice fours but got caught at third man upper-cutting Akram not long afterwards for 14. As I trudged off with us 38 for three, Jon Lewis bade me a West Country cheerio: ‘’Ere, bloody ’ell, thought he’d be a bi’ fas’ for you, little ’un.’ We won that game by 19 runs but I did not appear again until the following summer.

I was recalled for a 2nd XI Championship contest against Leicestershire at Campbell Park, Milton Keynes, a month after playing against Northants for Bedfordshire. By now I was being picked as an all-rounder, and although I had no great success with the bat in my five appearances that summer, my two three-day appearances returned six wickets for 81 runs.

But it was the summer of 1997, the year of my A levels, when I made my breakthrough proper. I was only still at school because my mum wouldn’t allow me to leave at 16. I had no desire to go to university, as my parents had. ‘I’ll just build up an enormous debt and end up becoming a fat, alcoholic waster,’ I told them. ‘A degree doesn’t mean what it did in your day.’ I would say anything to convince Mum that three years staring out of windows during tutorials, thinking of cricket, was not an option for me.

When they were younger, it had been a huge step for Mum and Dad to go to university. They were probably the first in their families to do so, both coming from working-class backgrounds, and my grandparents had worked very hard to ensure that their kids could go to grammar school and beyond. Perhaps Mum thought I should be emulating them; she had already been disappointed that my brother had not gone and he was always much more studious than I was. Dad was undoubtedly more at ease because, having missed out on a professional career in cricket himself, he probably felt he could live one through us.

Mum informed me that while she appreciated my honesty, I had to get A levels as a bare minimum, that was not negotiable, as, whatever happened in the future, they would stand me in good stead. She also warned me that I’d have to work hard for them because with A levels you couldn’t get by on a good memory and a gift for blagging it. Of course, that only strengthened my resolve to show her I could. So during my two years of sixth form I copied the essays of girls I’d managed to charm, having chosen subjects that gave me licence to waffle: English, history and psychology.

My 10,000-word dissertation for history was completed over two evenings, and several sittings, on our old Archimedes computer, which was particularly fond of crashing. It was on the attack on Pearl Harbor and the impact it had on the Second World War, and my conclusion was along the lines of ‘It’s what won it for us in the end because it brought on the Yanks, and about bloody time too.’ That was the extent of my analysis of that momentous historical event. Ironically, I have been fascinated by the Second World War ever since, and reckon I’d produce a decent piece of work on it now, but then it was an obstacle to be hurdled asap.

As for my exams, I had done the square root of naff all in terms of revision and was on the first day of exam leave when Mum came into my bedroom, sat on the end of my bed and said: ‘Look, son, I know we’ve had a lot of fall-outs over the past couple of years regarding your education. But just promise me that for the next fortnight you will get your head down, revise and do your best in these exams, because you owe it to yourself as much as anyone else.’

‘Mum,’ I said, ‘I promise I’ll do everything I can to make you happy and do myself justice.’ And I genuinely meant it.

So that morning of 29 May 1997, Mum went off to work and I went back to sleep, before arising with the best of intentions. Shortly after nine o’clock, I picked up my history folder, ready to crack on with some learning.

The thing about my school folders that set them apart from those of my fellow pupils was that my signature was squiggled all over them. Most kids go through the process of practising for when they become famous but stop when they’re eight. I was still doing it at 18.

I had just begun reading the words on the first page – ‘Hippocrates, father of modern medicine, born on the island of Cos, circa 460 BC’ – and as my eyes reached the end of the sentence, the home phone rang. It was Alec, who informed me that the 2nd XI were playing against Worcestershire in Milton Keynes and that Nick Cook, the captain, had asked for me as a replacement for David Roberts, who had been promoted to the Ones. With Mum’s sentiments still ringing in my ears, there was a choice to make. ‘Yeah, no problem, I’ll be there in 20 minutes,’ I told him. I packed my kit as quickly as I could, jumped into Alec’s car and drove at breakneck speed.

At the end of that day, the second of the match, my hand was bleeding because it was the first time I’d ever bowled with a Duke’s ball. That was my crude introduction to the fact that bowling off-spin for a living was going to leave me with a split finger. On the way home that evening, Alec asked: ‘Do you think you’ll get in trouble with Mum?’

‘I think she’ll kill me!’ I replied.

Sure enough, when we got in, Mum was pacing up and down, with a face like thunder, screaming at the top of her voice: ‘Where’ve you been? You promised me . . .’

‘I’ve made my mind up,’ I told her. ‘I want to play cricket.’

‘Don’t worry,’ Alec assured me 24 hours later, on the same journey, after I finished with figures of 26.5–14–54–3 in a six-wicket victory. ‘You got a few wickets and blatantly you are going to have a county career.’

Even though it was little more than a throwaway comment, to me it was confirmation of my destiny. When you begin at that kind of level you can’t help questioning whether you belong. Alec’s opinion clinched it for me.

I promised Mum that I would do my best in the forthcoming exams, and that I would not fail them. Naturally, she had completely given up on me. But I couldn’t turn down my opportunity: Northants were willing to invest further time in me and on the back of that performance I was signed up for the rest of that season.

My first summer contract was a £1000-a-month deal. The terms were simple: it lasted exactly three months and I received £3000. Forget the rate of pay, though, I’d landed my first job, and I felt like a millionaire. Compared to all my mates who still worked paper rounds, I was so content. It was everything I ever wanted and even though it upset Mum, I think she knew the outcome had always been inevitable. She was just disappointed that I didn’t get my head down. Looking back, I can see her point, and I wouldn’t want to parent someone as cocksure and arrogant as I was.

But my career was already developing apace. Two months after I had signed that contract with Steve Coverdale, Northamptonshire’s chief executive, I got the call to play for an England Under-18 representative side in a three-day game against the touring Zimbabwe Under-19 team in Sleaford, Lincolnshire.

For this match, the ECB picked a strong XI, a good number of whom went on to have successful professional careers – like-minded souls to
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