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About the Book

Eighteen years, eight series, eight defeats. These are the facts. I look around the room. We’re a young team. Strauss, Flintoff, Vaughan, the new guy, Kevin Pietersen. None of us remember England holding the Ashes. We are a generation that have grown up in Australia’s shadow.
 

In 2005 Simon Jones took part in the greatest Ashes series of all time. As a devastating fast bowler in a brave young England team, Jones went toe to toe with the might of the seemingly unbeatable Australians. Over the course of fifty-four days Simon would experience the greatest highs of his career, and plunge to the lowest depths. The series would change his life for ever.
 

In chapters that alternate between an unforgettable, insider's account of each of the five Tests and the remainder of his life, Simon presents the raw and unvarnished truth behind international sport; the joy and the sacrifice, the physical and mental cost and the unrelenting pressure. Heroes emerge, and cricketing legends are made human.


About the Author

Simon Jones MBE is a former professional cricketer who played for England, Glamorgan, Hampshire and Worcestershire. In 2005 he tore through the Australian batting order, swinging the ball at pace, and inspiring some of England’s greatest ever victories as they regained the Ashes for the first time in almost twenty years. That series he dismissed every single Australian batsman apart from Glenn McGrath, taking 18 wickets at an average of 21. Injury forced him out of the final match at the Oval and prevented him from playing Test cricket again. He subsequently fought for eight years to return to the top level despite a series of further setbacks. Now retired, he lives in Cardiff with his wife Justine and his two young sons.


To Justine, Harvey, Charlie, mum and dad, Richard and Math.
Thank you for sticking with me.
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The 2005 Ashes – Teams and nicknames: a handy guide

England

Michael Vaughan – Vaughany

Marcus Trescothick – Tres, Tresco, Banger (love of sausages)

Andrew Strauss – Straussy, Lord Brocket (posh)

Ian Bell – Belly

Kevin Pietersen – Kev, KP

Andrew Flintoff – Fred (as in Flintstone)

Ashley Giles – Gilo

Geraint Jones – Jonah

Matthew Hoggard – Hoggy

Steve Harmison – Harmi

Simon Jones – Jonah, Horse (fast runner)

Paul Collingwood – Colly

The coach: Duncan Fletcher – Fletch

Australia

Ricky Ponting – Punter (love of betting)

Matthew Hayden – Haydos, Buzz (as in Lightyear, used by England only)

Justin Langer – JL, Lang

Damien Martyn – Damo

Simon Katich – Kato

Michael Clarke – Pup (youngster)

Adam Gilchrist – Gilly

Shane Warne – Warnie

Jason Gillespie – Dizzy (surname tie-in)

Brett Lee – Binger (bowls fast)

Glenn McGrath – Pigeon (thin legs)

Mike Kasprowicz – Kasper

Shaun Tait – Wild Thing (unpredictable bowler)

The coach: John Buchanan


Preface

THE AUSTRALIANS ARRIVED in England in the summer of 2005 as the winners of eight consecutive Ashes series, meaning that they had held sport’s best-known funeral urn for eighteen years, the longest period of dominance by either side since the contest began (England won the first eight series, played between 1882 and 1892).

In addition, Australia were the world’s number-one ranked Test team. Since October 1999, they had played in twenty-one series, winning eighteen, drawing two and losing just once, to India in India. Along the way they had won sixteen consecutive Test matches, a world record that demonstrated their commitment to unrelenting, aggressive cricket. In the fifty-over format they had won the World Cup in 1999 and 2003 (and they would win again in 2007).

By contrast, England were emerging from a dark period in the 1990s under a new captain, Michael Vaughan, and an innovative coach, the Zimbabwean Duncan Fletcher. Beginning in March 2004, they had won Test series against West Indies away, and then New Zealand and West Indies in England. Most recently and significantly they had defeated South Africa in South Africa, offering hope that the Ashes series would at least be a more competitive one.

In the early summer of 2005 England won two Tests against Bangladesh before a first meeting with Australia, a one-off T20 international – just the second ever played – at the Rose Bowl in Southampton. England won by the margin of 100 runs in front of a raucous, sell-out crowd.

The two sides next joined Bangladesh in an ODI tri-series that began in shocking fashion for Australia. Having been defeated in a high-scoring warm-up game against Somerset, they lost to Bangladesh in Cardiff, and then to England in Bristol – thanks to a spectacular innings from a new star, Kevin Pietersen. Although they recovered to share the title with England after a tied final at Lord’s, and then went on to win the following three-match mini-series 2–1, there were signs that not all was well: the all-rounder Andrew Symonds was dropped after going on a bender before the first Bangladesh game, and their imposing opening batsman, Matthew Hayden, was short of runs and suffering from a shoulder injury.

These were merely early skirmishes, and Australia were well used to the phoney war that accompanied an Ashes series. Their Test side was settled, whereas England found themselves facing a delicate selection decision that meant only two of 100-cap veteran Graham Thorpe, the highly rated Ian Bell and the emerging Kevin Pietersen would make the team. Thorpe missed out, and the sides headed for Lord’s in the third week of July for the first of five matches that would be played out over just fifty-three days.


1. Lord’s

In which I realise just how good the Aussies are, take a wicket with my first ball, lose a girlfriend in a kiss and tell, and narrowly avoid a punch-up …

HAYDEN, LANGER, PONTING, Martyn, Clarke, Katich, Gilchrist, Lee, Warne, Gillespie, McGrath.

These are the names that Duncan Fletcher writes on the board in a room at the Landmark Hotel. In two days’ time, we will play against them at Lord’s in the seventy-eighth Ashes series.

England have not won the Ashes since 28 December 1986, when I was eight years and three days old.

I look around the room. We’re a young team. Andrew Strauss was nine back then. So was Matthew Hoggard. So was Andrew Flintoff. Steve Harmison was eight. The new guy, Kevin Pietersen, was six. Ian Bell was three. None of us remember England holding the Ashes. Even our captain, Michael Vaughan, was only twelve. We are a generation that has grown up in Australia’s shadow.

Since 28 December 1986: defeat. Eighteen years, eight series, four here, four there, forty-three Tests, of which they have won twenty-eight and we have won seven. Eighteen years, eight series, eight defeats.

Fletcher leads the team meeting. His system is, ‘The what, the how, the why’. What’s the problem? How do we approach it? Why do we do it like that?

How should we be in the field? Create pressure. Keep going, even in a lull. Stick together. Fletcher wants one run out per innings. Then the bowlers only have to take eighteen wickets instead of twenty. How do we take those wickets? Bowl in partnerships. Build pressure. Bat four sessions, score four hundred, bowl them out. When we’re batting, Fletcher wants sixty runs from the last three wickets.

Everything works in theory. Everyone wins on paper.

Hayden, Langer, Ponting, Martyn, Clarke, Katich, Gilchrist, Lee, Warne, Gillespie, McGrath.

We look at the names on the board. Duncan Fletcher goes through each one: where to bowl, where not to bowl …

Hayden

5,767 runs at 52.90, 20 centuries, highest score 380.

Look to get a nick from a fourth-stump line; bowl your bouncer on leg stump – he can hook in the air from that position; bowl dot balls – has a big ego and doesn’t like being tied down; set a straight catcher on the drive – can hit in the air through mid-off/extra cover. Drag him wide of off with length balls and then look for LBW with inswinger.

Langer

6,607 runs at 46.52, 21 centuries, highest score 250.

Bowl an early bouncer; put a man close in on the drive – can confuse him; use a short-leg for swing and turn – can inside edge onto his pad; spin outlet shot is loft over mid-on.

Ponting

6,950 runs at 56.50, 22 centuries, highest score 257.

Wants to impose himself early – can nick off to the drive ball, also try surprise yorker; straight ball for LBW – can play across his pad; flick in air through midwicket.

Martyn

3,947 runs at 51.25, 12 centuries, highest score 165.

TOO – top of off.

Clarke

669 runs at 49.81, 2 centuries, highest score 155.

Attack the stumps – look for bowled or nick behind on the drive; run-out candidate early; can drive uppishly through cover/midwicket; short stuff on off-stump line (poor puller from there).

Katich

975 runs at 44.31, 2 centuries, highest score 125.

Push ball across him, get him driving for a nick. Walks across stumps – early yorker.

Gilchrist

4,452 runs at 55.65, 15 centuries, highest score 204.

Nick behind from off stump or just outside – full ball; hits back of a length balls uppishly; go around the wicket and cramp him for room; keep a gully in.

We go through the lower order too – Warne and Lee can be dangerous hitters; we need to force them back with short stuff, vary our pace, try to nick them off driving. Gillespie and McGrath are real tail-enders – we should be able to knock them over with some good basic principles.

We talk about their bowling. Between them, Warne and McGrath have 1,081 Test wickets. Individually they have taken more Test wickets than any English bowler ever in the history of the game.fn1

Duncan Fletcher looks up at us and says, ‘I want to hear from some of the young guys.’

I don’t say anything. No one says anything. None have played against the Australian Test team before, with the exception of me. I bowled seven overs at Brisbane in the first Test of the 2002–3 series before I ruptured my anterior cruciate ligament when my knee got jammed in the turf when I was trying to prevent a boundary and I couldn’t walk for seven months.

The silence goes on. Then Kevin Pietersen, the new bloke, says: ‘Warnie … I play with him at Hampshire. You can’t let him just bowl at you. He’s a legend, and he’ll try to bully you, but if you go at him hard, he can go into his shell.’

Shane Warne has won six Ashes series in his career, as well as two World Cups. Since he’s been in the Australian team, they’ve only ever lost one series, to India in India.

‘Good,’ says Duncan Fletcher. ‘That’s good, Kev. Anyone else?’

I’m back in my room when the telephone rings. I pick up. It’s a girl called Terri.

‘Hi, Simon, do you remember me?’

I do. Three weeks ago, after the one-day international at Headingley. We’d gone out to celebrate the win, and I’d ended up hammered in a student disco. Terri was a model. We’d got talking, and I took her back to the hotel. I’m not proud of it, because I’ve got a lovely girlfriend called Kim, who I’ve been with for four years. Anyhow, we get back to the room and I’m so far gone, I make Terri a cup of tea, give her some Pringles from the minibar and collapse on the bed unconscious.

‘Yeah, yeah, Terri … of course I remember …’

‘Well that night, did you use a condom?’

‘What do you mean? You know that nothing happened, Terri.’

‘Oh, okay then,’ she says and hangs up.

That’s odd, I think, and forget all about it.

Fletcher tells me the day before the game that I’m in the eleven. I’m nervous but at least I’ll get a decent night’s sleep. It had taken me a year to get fit after Brisbane, and, for a long while after that, the fourth bowling spot was between me and another young, not-quite-established quick Jimmy Anderson. Often, they’d wait until the morning of the match and see what the weather was like before they decided between us. If it was cloudy, Jimmy played because it might swing. If it was sunny, I’d play because I could reverse it. It was stupid. The weather could change in a couple of hours.

They thought I was a one-trick pony with the reverse swing but I knew I wasn’t. My third Test wicket was Sehwag. The next was Laxman. I’ve knocked over Justin Langer in Brisbane, Brian Lara in Kingston, Chanderpaul and Gayle in Port of Spain, Fleming and McCullum at Lord’s, Kallis and Pollock in Port Elizabeth, Rudolph and Amla in Cape Town, AB de Villiers in Durban and Centurian … You need more than one trick to get players like that out.

It wasn’t until last winter and South Africa that it felt as if I’d won the battle with Jimmy. In the first Test at Port Elizabeth Vaughan didn’t bowl me for two and a half sessions. I was walking around the boundary thinking, ‘The captain doesn’t fancy me here … He doesn’t trust me …’

Then I got four for him in their second innings and I was in: fifteen wickets at 26.66 in a series that we won, a series where our attack came together. Harmison and Hoggard with the new ball. Harmison off, Flintoff on. Hoggard off, me on. Ashley Giles to hold an end with his slow left armers. We bowl as a team, bowl to our plans. Work the batsmen out. Work the batsmen over. Fast stuff, short stuff, seam and swing, skill and persistence. Twenty wickets a match is our job – eighteen if Fletch gets his run-outs …

Day one

I leave the Landmark early, out onto the backstreets of Marylebone, the morning traffic backing up, the day already warm under the low grey summer clouds. A bowl-first kind of feeling. It’s 8.15 when I get to the ground and there’s a long queue of MCC members waiting for the Grace Gates to open so that they can race to the Pavilion and secure a seat. It’s quite a sight when it happens. ‘The Donkey Derby’ the players call it, because there are usually a couple of fallers amongst the field. When you see them on TV, dozing in the sun in their egg and bacon ties on the white benches by the Pavilion gates, you don’t realise that MCC membership doesn’t guarantee a view of the game. All they get is admittance to the Pavilion – hence the thrills and spills of the Derby.

Today, the first day of the Ashes, already feels different. There will be no dozing on the benches today. So many members will arrive that the Pavilion doormen will be forced to operate a ‘one in, one out’ policy.

The players’ dressing rooms are up two flights of wide stairs, which, apart from the actual entrance to the rooms and the showers across the corridor, are open to the members too. Except when we are in the dressing rooms or the showers or the players’ dining room, the members will be there too, milling about. Applause and banter if you’ve done well. Heavy silence if you’ve not. It makes the atmosphere unique, and some players find it hard to get used to, but I love it here, bloody love it at Lord’s. I made my England debut here. I took my first Test wicket here. I love the ground itself, with its slope that runs from one side to the other. I love the Nursery End, where I usually bowl and where the slope helps me to shape the ball away from the right-handed batsmen. And I love the home dressing room, which is large and more modern than you’d think, with lots of space, even if you’re changing next to Flintoff, who chucks his bag down, throws his dirty kit on the floor and leaves it there for all five days, festering.

My spot is just inside the door, to the right, against the wall. Flintoff and all of his shit will be opposite, with his great mate Harmi next to him. KP’s just the other side of the door to me. Bell is near him. Gilo’s next to Bell. The coach is at the back, a man apart …

Dressing rooms are private places, tribal places, places with rituals and codes of their own, closed to the outsider. Once you get a seat, you always change there, day after day, match after match, year after year. It can be hard when you first come in and you don’t really have a spot of your own and you don’t know how to act or how everything works, but I feel at home now, and we are a young team, young and welcoming, with no cliques and no jealousy, no scars and few defeats.

An hour or so later I have warmed up, had a bit of a massage and a chat with Troy Cooley, who is the specialist fast-bowling coach, a close friend and a big supporter of mine. I owe a lot to Troy. He’s Australian, but this summer he will be English. He will plot the Australian downfall, press his thumb on their sore spots. By the end of the summer, the Australians will be wishing that Troy Cooley worked for them.

The time seems to stand still and then accelerate. One minute it is half past nine and the next Vaughan is out there and he has won the toss and put the Australians in to bat and we’re walking down the stairs through the packed Pavilion, and it hits me, hits us all, that this is on, and it’s different, very different from any feeling I’ve had at Lord’s before. The members aren’t just clapping and chatting, they’re roaring and shouting as we walk past, even in the Long Room, and I understand it’s because for the first time in a long time, the first time in eighteen years, they think that this is an England team with a chance of beating the Australians, beating the greatest ongoing dynasty that has ever played the game.

Through the Long Room we go, studs clacking on the wooden floor, the members forming a small tunnel that we just about fit through, out of the doors and onto the concrete, through the gate and onto the pitch. Vaughan calls us together in a huddle for a few last words as the rest of the crowd gets its first sight of us and starts to clap and roar too.

Right behind us are the Australian openers, Langer and Hayden. When they walk down the stairs and through the crush in the Long Room there are no claps for them, no cheers for them, not today. Instead there’s just a tense quiet that I wouldn’t want to walk through.

Today, it will be Harmison at the Pavilion End and Hoggard at the Nursery End. I’m at backward square leg for a mistimed hook. I want an early touch of the ball, that brand-new Duke’s cherry, so rich and dark it’s almost brown, just the way we like it.

An English ball for an English day.

Hayden is the non-striker. He leans on his bat, chewing gum. He’s a huge guy and likes to belt the ball hard. He’s got close-set eyes and a giant chest. Buzz Lightyear, we call him. Never a backward step from Buzz – unless he’s trying to take gully’s head off with one of his meaty square cuts. He has flayed the England attack for years, especially in Australia, but this summer in the one-dayers we have got inside his head and he hasn’t scored any runs. We’ve bowled tight lines and drawn him forwards, with no room to swing those massive arms. Hoggy has done him with late inswing, and it has brought doubt, even in a man like Haydos.

At the striker’s end is his little mate, Langer. Justin’s the opposite of Hayden physically, small and light on his feet, but he’s got a black belt in karate, and, like a lot of short guys, he’s ultra-aggressive with the bat, and with the chat sometimes too. ‘The eye of the tiger’, he calls it.

Hayden and Langer hit attacks hard, set the tone for the Australian killing machine, and because they’re both left-handed and require different lengths from the bowlers, they can be a nightmare: boundaries flying everywhere, fifty on the board before you can blink, the ball already looking as if a dog’s been chewing it, and that big juggernaut rolling right towards you.

But today that will not happen, because Steve Harmison has his rhythm from the Pavilion End. He is rapid and he is aggressive, pounding the ball into the pitch from nine feet high, making it rear alarmingly from a length. With the second ball of his first over he hits Langer on the arm, and the physio runs on. With the fifth ball of his first over, he forces Hayden into a panicky fend that flies off his glove for four.

All of a sudden Hayden and Langer are looking at one another and saying, ‘Okay, this is on …’

With the sixth ball of his second over, Harmison almost cuts Langer in half. With the fourth ball of his third he hits Hayden on the helmet.

In between, Hayden and Langer are going for their shots, fighting back, hitting boundaries. Half an hour flies by. Australia are 30-0 from the first seven overs. Then from the last ball of the eighth, Hoggard gets Hayden where he wants him at last, coming forward and trying to force a full ball that is swinging beautifully and late and through the gate. The off stump is knocked back.

Lord’s goes nuts, a great, deep-throated roar followed by extended applause. Hayden out exactly to plan, only twelve runs to his name, and all of the doubts and the fears from the one-dayers still there.

I can’t wait to get on to bowl, can’t bloody wait, keep looking at the skipper, but now that Hoggy’s nabbed Haydos, he’ll get a couple more overs.

Ricky Ponting walks onto the ground. Ponting the skipper, Ponting the legend, the talismanic number three who drives their batting along with his murderous pull shot and his famous straight drive, Ponting who never loses, not to England, not in the Ashes …

From the fourth ball of the tenth over, Harmison digs one in and Ponting goes for his pull, but this time the ball doesn’t fly from the centre of his bat, this time it rises past his front elbow and smashes into the sidepiece of his helmet as he tries to twist his head out of the way. The impact forces the grille into his cheek.

No one goes up to him to ask if he’s okay. No one says a word to Ricky Ponting. He glares back down the pitch at Langer and gets ready to take guard, and then he feels it, the trickle of blood running down his face from underneath his helmet, staining the fresh white collar of his new Australian shirt.

The physio comes out again, this time to patch Ponting up. The captain bats on. He takes part of an over from Hoggard. Langer takes the rest. Australia get to fifty. It feels as though something is happening every ball.

Ponting hits the first delivery of Harmison’s sixth over for four, and Harmi tries to drag him wide with the next, tries to get him driving, but Ponting leaves it alone. He defends the next two, but then Harmi pulls him out wide again, wide of the off stump where the drive can be dangerous, especially when the ball is lifting and you’re not really set, and Ponting nicks it to Strauss. The talisman is out, walking back to the Pavilion with blood on his collar and nine runs against his name.

Harmison comes off and Flintoff replaces him. I look over at Vaughany, who rolls his shoulders at me. I get warmed up. Can’t wait, can’t bloody wait to bowl at Justin Langer and Damien Martyn, can’t wait to bowl at the Nursery End in an Ashes Test, blood on the wicket and the ball in my hand …

But before I can, Freddie pounds in at the Pavilion End, adrenaline pumping, and the fourth ball of his first over flies at Langer’s head. He tries to pull, but the ball’s on him too quickly and it takes the shoulder of his bat and arcs high into the air at square leg, where Harmison holds the catch easily.

The roar is another huge one, eighteen years of defeat behind it. Eighteen years of waiting for a morning like this, with the Australians on the rack.

I can’t wait, can’t bloody wait, and finally, after Langer has walked off and Clarke has walked in, the ball is in my hand, still dark, and with a deep blush on one side. Perfect, just perfect. Damien Martyn is on strike. Unlike Hayden, Langer and Ponting, Martyn is a touch player, free scoring and elegant, never hurried. No glaring weaknesses to go for.

I stand at the end of my run, breathing deeply. ‘Just hit your length as hard as you can,’ I tell myself, and in I go. Just before my delivery stride I think what I always think: ‘Don’t bowl a bad ball …’ Not a bad one. Not here, not now, at Lord’s in an Ashes Test, with my parents in the stands and Australia on 66-3.

I hit the crease and it comes out not badly but well, on a good length a hair or two outside off stump and as if in a dream, Damien Martyn is stepping out elegantly towards it, his bat away from his pad, the ball curling just a little further down the slope, the slope that has fooled so many. It fools Damien Martyn too, fools him into chasing that ball and feathering an edge through to Geraint Jones, an edge that makes such a noise that nobody could possibly miss it, and I’m exploding with joy, a feeling I can’t really describe other than to say it is all-consuming, and then the roar is going up again and the lads are all around me, rubbing the top of my head, and the unbeatable Australians are 66-4 at Lord’s.

Unreal. Just unreal.

As I go back to my mark, Rudi Koertzen, the South African umpire who is standing at the Nursery End, says, ‘Don’t do that again.’

‘Do what?’

‘Turn away from me before you appeal.’

‘But it was a clear edge. Everyone heard it …’

‘Doesn’t matter. The rules have changed. You have to appeal for it.’

I look up to the stands to the spot where I know my parents are, and I smile.

Simon Katich comes in and leaves his first ball, then clips the second to long leg for a single. I bowl to Michael Clarke, three away-swingers in a row, trying to get him driving. He thick-edges the first for four through third man and leaves the next two.

In my second over I’m pumped and bowl a wide and then a half volley that Katich drives for four. My next is tighter. Clarke gets a single. Lunch is coming. Lunch on day one of the Ashes at Lord’s and we are still all over them, still on top. Flintoff keeps Katich on strike at his end, so I get a full over at Clarke. I want to drag him across the crease, so ball one is on the line of the stumps, but I push it a little and it jags well down the leg side. The next one starts on off stump and shapes away down the hill, so he leaves it alone. I try for the same thing again but get too straight and Clarke is onto it quickly, whipping it up the hill to the midwicket boundary. Fuck. Come on Si, get him straighter, get him driving.

I hit the pitch hard with the next one and maybe because he’s pumped from the boundary Clarke does drive hard and misses, and the ball buzzes past the outside edge.

He won’t do that again, so I start the next on off stump and it comes up the hill a little, up the hill a little too much for Michael Clarke, and it rips into his pads. All of us, Geraint, the slips, me, look at Rudi Koertzen, bellow at him, scream and screech and beseech Rudi Koertzen until, finally, slowly, his arm begins to raise and his finger goes up and Michael Clarke is done, gone, and Australia are 87-5 with one over to come before lunch.

After the break, Adam Gilchrist makes 26 before he nicks one from Flintoff and is caught. Shane Warne makes 28 before Harmison bowls him behind his legs. Simon Katich makes 27 before he mistimes a pull-shot and Geraint Jones catches a skier. Brett Lee makes three before Harmison rockets a short ball between his bat and his body and Aleem Dar gives him out. Jason Gillespie makes a single before he walks into a full one from Harmison and Aleem Dar gives him out too. Glenn McGrath has hit a single boundary and Australia are all out for 190 in 40.2 overs and 209 minutes. The crowd roar us from the field, the members in the Long Room are laughing and shouting and patting our backs, and we are all buzzed, electrified by this heightened beginning that has seen Australia score at almost five runs per over despite the wickets clattering.

The bowling unit has done its job but we keep a lid on it once we reach the dressing room, because the batsmen have to pad up and prepare themselves to go out there and face Glenn McGrath and Jason Gillespie, Brett Lee and Shane Warne with enough time for five overs before tea on day one of an Ashes Test.

Glenn McGrath is magic against England. He’s magic against England in England, and most of all, he’s magic against England in England at Lord’s. In 1997, bowling from the Pavilion End, he took 8-38 and 1-65, and in 2001 he took 5-54 and 3-60. In all, 17 wickets at 12.76.

Glenn McGrath has played 109 times for Australia and in those matches he has taken 499 Test wickets. Only three men in the history of the game have got to 500 Test match wickets, and one of them is Shane Warne.fn2 Now Glenn McGrath has the ball in his hands at the Pavilion End at Lord’s once more. There’s time to bowl three overs before tea and everyone in the ground knows what’s coming, everyone knows what Glenn McGrath will try to do. Marcus Trescothick and Andrew Strauss know it too, but they resist him and they resist Brett Lee from the Nursery End and we reach the break intact at 10-0.

But then it happens, then it comes. With the first ball after tea, under the gentle afternoon sun, McGrath takes the wicket of Trescothick, who tries to turn a straight ball to leg and nicks it to Langer at third slip. With the fifth ball after tea, he takes the wicket of Strauss, who edges low to Warne at first slip. With the second ball of his seventh over he takes the wicket of Michael Vaughan, who is bowled by a ball that keeps low and hits halfway up his off stump. With the third ball of his eighth over he takes the wicket of Ian Bell, who is bowled by an unplayable one that pitches on off stump and jags back to take the inside edge and clip the bails. With the first ball of his ninth over he takes the wicket of Andrew Flintoff, who is bowled by a ball that lands on the seam and nips down the slope, goes through the gate and lifts out the off stump.

At the end of the seventeenth over, we are 25-5, and McGrath has bowling figures of 9-4-11-5.

Magic against England. Magic at Lord’s, where it always happens. Five hundred and four Test match wickets – only the fourth man in history to do it, and two of them are playing in this game. On the dressing-room television, Ritchie Benaud says, ‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen McGrath bowl a better spell.’

The Test match is moving at a bewildering pace. It has a momentum of its own that each side can ride for a while but neither seems to be able to control. Fifteen wickets have fallen since eleven o’clock, fifteen wickets in fifty-six overs.

When a collapse like this happens, the dressing room is a chaotic place. Lads are coming back after being dismissed and having to deal with their disappointment. Lads who are waiting to bat get edgier and edgier as their time comes. No one is sure when they should pad up. There’s kit everywhere. Some watch from the balcony. Some watch on the television. Some don’t watch. Some are swearing. Some are quiet. Duncan Fletcher says nothing. Vaughany takes off his pads and sits down.

Kevin Pietersen and Geraint Jones are batting. Kev is playing his first Test innings. Geraint is short of runs.

Gillespie bowls a maiden to Kev. They have drinks. McGrath bowls a maiden to Jonah. Gillespie starts the next with a short wide one and Kev absolutely smokes it through cover for his first boundary in Test cricket. In the next over, Jonah hits McGrath for four. In the over after that, he drives Gillespie for another.

McGrath has bowled twelve in a row and he must be getting tired now, despite all the adrenaline, and the stamina he has built up over years of bowling fast for Australia. In his next, Jonah hits him to the boundary again and Ponting finally takes him off.

Jonah hits Gillespie for four, Kev hits Brett Lee for another and Geraint smacks yet another, then Kev whacks Gillespie through square leg, and instead of wickets falling it’s boundaries that are coming, and very quickly we double the score. Kev really gets into Gillespie, just like he did at Bristol in the one-dayer. He whistles him for a boundary through midwicket to bring up the fifty partnership and then he’s waiting for the inevitable short one next ball; he sees it so early that he cracks it hard through mid-on, and the crowd are going nuts here, totally caught up in it, and we are too, the mood in the dressing room lifting with every shot.

Ponting can’t keep Gillespie on after that, so he’s off and it’s Shane Warne from the Nursery End with maybe four or five overs of this mad day left. Warne to Pietersen, Shane to Kev, legend to debutant. Mates at Hampshire. I think about the team meeting at the Landmark: ‘You’ve got to push him back …’

The first ball drifts and spins and takes the pad. Warne shouts for leg before, not because he thinks it’s out but because Warnie works an umpire like no one else on earth – he’ll be in Koertzen’s ear right away, and in Kev’s …

‘That was close, Rudi … You must have thought about that …’

Placing doubt. Placing fear.

The next one lands outside leg stump and Kev pads it away. Warne goes, ‘Ooh.’ So does Gilchrist. Gilly sings his eternal song: ‘Bowling, Warnie …’

Kev blocks out the next four okay but right away, Warne has changed the momentum, subtly altered the feeling in the ground. There are two or three overs to go, depending on how quickly the Australians turn around between them, and suddenly they are turning round, and Brett Lee is absolutely steaming in and the first delivery of his next over is a 90 mph throat ball that Geraint Jones does well to glove. It flies high in the air for Gilchrist to catch and we’re six wickets down. Ashley Giles walks in and somehow keeps out an inswinging yorker first up, then he ducks a bouncer, then he edges a boundary through gully and pushes another through mid-on. Warne bowls the next over quickly to give Lee one more, and with the final ball of the day he strangles Gilo, who tries to play a leg glance and edges through to Gilchrist. Well, that day was only ever going to end one way …

Later I go for dinner, then to the bar at the Landmark and have a few beers, but I can’t relax, can’t sleep, can’t think anything other than that tomorrow I will bat and bowl against Australia in the Ashes at Lord’s.

Sleepless. Helpless. This is Test cricket. This is what it is, and this is what it does.

Australia 190 all out, Langer 40; Harmison 5-43, SP Jones 2-48. England 92-7, Pietersen 28 not out; McGrath 5-21, Lee 2-35.

Day two

It’s warm and cloudy in north-west London and I’m already padded up when Kev walks out with Matthew Hoggard to start the second day. Fletcher likes Hoggard to go nine, especially when there’s a top-order batter still in, because Hoggy’s got a decent defence and he’s a tough Yorkie who can take a little rough stuff from the quick bowlers. Fletch isn’t bothered whether Harmison or I go ten because we both like to swing the bat and we’re probably much of a muchness. Harmi wants it, and eleven doesn’t worry me.

One of the best things that Fletch has done is bring in Batting Buddies. It’s a system that Steve Waugh invented, where each of the tail is given a specialist batsman who’ll work with them to improve their batting. Mine is Marcus Trescothick, which is perfect because we’re both lefties. Tres has a wide stance and his method is astonishingly simple. He just watches the ball and swings his hands through it. When you see slo-mo replays of him batting, his eyes are huge and wide as the ball comes down. I think he’s a genius. He can kill any bowler, any attack, and he has done, all over the world. He can’t show me how to bat like him, but he can make the most of what I’ve got. I once got 46 from twelve deliveries for Glamorgan against Yorkshire at Scarborough, so there’s something to work with.

Fletch wants the tail to be there while sixty runs are made. At 92-7 we need all of those and more.

Ricky Ponting knows it, and this morning, Ricky Ponting is not pissing about.

Ricky Ponting, who has stitches in his face where Harmison hit him yesterday.

Ricky Ponting, who will have all of Australia on his back if he messes this up.

Shane Warne starts from the Nursery End, with Kev on strike, a short-leg in. Right away there’s another huge shout for LBW, and Warnie’s there, chuntering away to the umpire, to Hoggy, to KP, spreading doubt, spreading fear. Kev gets a single off the last ball of the over.

Glenn McGrath starts from the Pavilion End. His first ball is a fraction wide and Kev creams it through backward point for four. He takes a single from the next, leaving Hoggy with four to face. McGrath tries him with three wide ones, which
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