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Dedication

To Dawn – always at my side – and all the

Ashes cricketers, present and departed,

I played with and against.
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Introduction

[image: All rounder]
I was just thinking about the launch point for this book when I looked up at the TV and saw an image of perhaps England’s greatest Ashes hero – or at least his midriff. Sir Ian Botham, a newsreader revealed, had plunged from a fishing boat into the shark and crocodile infested waters of the Moyle River near Darwin, in northern Australia. Who had rescued him from this unenviable situation? None other than the human moustache, Merv Hughes. The former Aussie paceman reached out a hairy arm and pulled his old Pommie foe from an imminent onslaught of snapping teeth – once word had got round the shark community that there was someone called Beefy in the water the only natural outcome was a scene reminiscent of Jaws. Big Merv saw to it that Sir Beef, a few bruised ribs apart, lived to fight another day, although considering his previous exploits Down Under you wouldn’t have bet against Beefy taking on a marauding gang of bloodthirsty reptiles and emerging victorious from the water, going on to regain his title as BBC Sports Personality of the Year.

Naturally, I was delighted that Beefy had escaped unscathed. The all-conquering all-rounder was a hero of mine as a kid and even more so when, to my astonishment, I found myself playing alongside him for England. I did wonder why, though, anyone would want to have a day out anywhere infested with sharks and crocodiles. The clue there is the word ‘infested’. There’s a reason why such breaks don’t pop up in many holiday brochures.

As you’ll see in this book, I love Australia, but there are things you need to be careful of when travelling out there, most of them beginning with ‘s’. Spiders, snakes, sharks and Steve Smith to name but a few. On one tour, for some inexplicable reason, several of us were taken on a trip to a saltwater crocodile sanctuary where we were introduced to a vast beast by the name of Mabel. As I watched it launch itself, mouth agape, to consume a dead chicken dangled on a fishing rod, I couldn’t help but think that, as leisure activities go, swimming with jellyfish would have been a slightly better choice.

Safe to say then that you would never have found me on that boat with Beefy and Big Merv. At the same time, however, I was warmed that Beefy, nudging his seventies, was still living his best life, and doing so alongside those with whom he’d shared some pretty serious on-field battles. Beefy’s the perfect example of how, while the Ashes is one of the biggest rivalries in world sport, an undercurrent of respect between the two sides has led to countless lasting friendships. For example, having on regular occasions seen Merv’s facial accoutrement, sprouting, walrus-esque, beneath snorting nostrils as he snarled at me on his follow-through, I still send him a bauble to hang on it every Christmas.

I’ll be honest, it took me a little while to work out how the competitive rivalry of the Ashes worked. I made my debut in the landmark Boxing Day Test at the Melbourne Cricket Ground, better known simply as the MCG, a bearpit of an atmosphere on and off the pitch. Nowadays, I’m sure no England player would be thrown into that colosseum without some kind of mental preparation or consultation. They’d be sat down and spoken to, their ability to withstand and manage the occasion assessed. Back in 1990, however, I had to learn to fight and had to do it quickly – because the Aussies were fighting me. When I came on to bowl they weren’t holding back. ‘I ain’t gonna give you my wicket. You’re gonna be a one-Test wonder. “Phil Tufnell – never got a Test wicket”. That’s what it’ll say on your gravestone.’ I’d be stood there thinking, What on Earth is going on here? Surely they’ve got it the wrong way round. Isn’t it the bowler who sledges the batsman?

To find your place amid that degree of hostility isn’t easy. It really does take a little bit of doing. I was combative when I was picked for England – there were plenty of batsmen, and umpires, on the county circuit who’d verify that I wasn’t averse to giving someone a bit of lip – but there’s a big difference between giving a few verbals to Glamorgan’s number 11 at Sofia Gardens in front of half a dozen spectators and telling Allan Border and Dean Jones to f*** off in front of 70,000 baying Aussies at the MCG. These weren’t friendly people. Aussie skipper Allan Border had decreed that the days of being chummy with the Poms were over when he brought them to England a year earlier. His bonhomie ban had contributed to a steely and single-minded 4–0 thrashing, and so no way was he going to reverse it on home soil. The Aussies sledged as a group, a pack mentality, like wolves bearing down on prey. I actually believe some of them were ordered to shout at me, and I think they quite enjoyed giving it to the new kid on the block.

While, not altogether surprisingly, I went wicketless in that Test, I got five in the second innings of the next encounter at Sydney. At that point I felt that I belonged a little. I was contributing, doing my job. While the Aussies were still coming for me during that game I felt empowered to give a bit back, to show them that they couldn’t just take the piss and keep calling me a useless Pommie **** all the time. But that’s not to say the first couple of times it doesn’t knock you back a little. It’s a level of ferocity you’re just not used to. At that point you can go one of two ways. You can either buckle under the pressure or use the animosity to build yourself up a bit. In my case, it wasn’t long before the sledging I experienced just made me laugh. While at first it felt very real, after a while it seemed more like pantomime. I mean, when you think about it, none of it actually matters. Let’s face it, no-one’s going to dish out a right-hander on a cricket field. There’s never going to be a mass brawl. It’s not ice hockey. Once the shock of those first few games was out of the way, I’d look at a player, some bloke in his 60th Test match, trying to impose themselves on me, someone just starting out, and just give it them back. ‘What was that, you sweaty old ****? Go on! F*** off back down your own end so I can get you out.’ I was quite happy if they wanted to sledge. A bit of argy-bargy kept the proceedings interesting and me fired up. I’m not going to let you bastards intimidate me or put me off my game. I’m going to try my very best to win this match for England.

Despite the occasional spot of antagonism, every England player will tell you that Australia is the best tour. The weather, the wine, the restaurants, the bars – it’s a very hard place not to have a good time. I mean, come on, it’s Australia! You’re young, you’re playing for England and you’re in one of the most incredible countries on Earth. When you’ve grown up in the drizzle and murk of Britain it’s hard to comprehend how dazzlingly different Australia is, quite literally. The light’s amazing, the colours so bright – it’s as if the world and everything in it has suddenly come to life. Then there’s the beaches. Jump in the sea here and you’re a block of ice within a minute. Not for nothing did we give the world the woollen swimsuit. Jump in the sea there and it’s all lovely and warm. Everywhere you look there’s people frolicking in the waves. Get out and the sand is warm and fine under your feet. People are sat on towels tucking into the most sumptuous seafood. Nowhere do you see someone picking seaweed out of a sausage roll behind a windbreak. Before I get any letters, I do of course love the British seaside. After a refreshing dip in the briny, there’s nowhere better to get dressed back into five thick layers, under a towel, in fog. I don’t know where the flip-flop was invented but I’d put a few quid on it not being Blackpool.

There’s just so little not to like about Australia. OK, as England cricketers we’d get a bit of gyp when we were out and about but it always came from the right place, from people who were genuinely pleased to see us, happy that we were there. We heard it all the time. ‘G’day mate, how are ya? Great to have you here. Good luck.’ Two-second pause. ‘Ya bloody idiot.’

Personally, I was fortunate that quite early on the Aussies realised that, rather than the sort of stiff upper lip Pom who traditionally got their backs up, I was a larrikin by nature. The Aussies are partial to a bit of the old larrikin – such a great word and one which should possibly have been the job description on my passport – and because they could see a little bit of me in themselves the reception I received tended to be fun and good-humoured. I don’t think it’s going too far to say they slightly took me to their hearts. As I did to them. Thing is, when the England team comes over for the Ashes, there’s always that sense of them being the posh boys representing the establishment. In the minds of Aussies, cemented over generations, there’s an element of the English believing they’re superior. It goes a long way to explaining how the rivalry started, and leads to a belief that to win the Ashes is to get one over on the ruling classes, or ‘those Pommie bastards’ as they’re otherwise known.

It’s almost as if the Aussies are responding to an innate desire to bring the English down a peg or two, and over the course of the Ashes they’ll emerge, bat and ball in hand, from beach and billabong to do so. Weirdly, it’s like they’re the underdogs, even though for most of England’s Ashes tours it’s been completely the other way round. Because the Aussies recognised that I wasn’t entirely averse to having the odd run-in with the establishment, I seemed to avoid this kind of stereotyping, an element of affection magnified by my appearance. Down the years I’ve had a few people, English and Australian, say to me, ‘I looked at you, Tuffers, and thought “Bloody hell, if he can play for his country, then who’s to say I’m not in with a chance?”’ Yes, it’s a comment that would win Backhanded Compliment of the Year nine times out of ten, but I took it in the way it was intended.

I mean, think about it, most of us have a crack at a bit of sport at one time or another. More than anything, we do so because we love it. We never really think we’re going to make the big time. That’s a rarefied world reserved for only the most committed individuals. And then I came along, with my long hair, shirt hanging off my shoulder, grass stains all over my trousers, bowling at the MCG, without – how shall I put this? – the most meticulous preparation. Forget endless nets, hours in the gym, eating the right foods and going to bed at half past nine; I was more, ‘Right, come on you bastards, I’ll try to get you out, you try to smack me out the ground, let’s see what happens!’ I just didn’t fit that traditional bill. In some ways I was like a little schoolboy who’d somehow achieved his greatest goal. Roy of the Rovers stuff, except Roy always looked immaculate and never called the ref a w*****. Obviously, I’d played well enough to deserve my spot on the plane, but inside it didn’t seem two minutes since I’d been messing about playing cricket with my mates. To continue the football analogy, I was more Jamie Vardy than James Milner. One minute playing non-league, the next at the top table.

That’s not to say dealing with the Aussie crowds was plain sailing all the way (see the chapter I’ve devoted to the subject), but while the treatment they dished out could get a little rough at times it was pretty much always good-natured and never aggressive. As a player, it was part and parcel of touring Australia and for me was 100 per cent something I wanted to experience, in a funny sort of way even more than the cricket. I didn’t want to feel like I’d missed out on anything. No disrespect to the other Test-playing nations, but I knew the Australia tour was the pinnacle, and I was going to be right in there at the deep end. I was never going to be someone sat quietly in the background.

For a few seasons prior to that 1990 tour I’d been playing with internationals at Middlesex. They’d have a bit of something extra about them, a presence that came from playing for their country. I’d look at them and think, OK, that’s 100 per cent where I want to be. Angus Fraser, for instance, had been on England’s tour of the West Indies the previous winter. He’d tell me these fabulous stories about going out on fishing boats catching marlin and playing golf at Sandy Lane, one of the world’s most breathtaking courses, winding through an ancient mahogany grove. Then there was Wayne Daniel, our West Indies quick. Once he took me to one side in the dressing room and, in his hushed Barbadian tone, told me, ‘Hey Tuffers, you know where the real cricket is? The World Series in Australia. That’s where you want to be. That’s the best life you can ever have.’ No two ways about it, international cricketers were having the most wonderful, wonderful time.

It wasn’t only the off-field stuff that appealed. I might hear John Emburey saying, ‘The MCG is incredible – you really do need to experience it.’ But if I’m honest a lot of the chat was about wineries and snorkelling and flying around in helicopters. It seemed pretty obvious to me that touring Oz was about having brilliant times with your pals – with a bit of cricket thrown in here and there. You’d be all over the place, playing state games, up-country matches, Tests, one-dayers, flying here, there, and everywhere for four months.

Playing warm-up games got us into the swing of the tour. It was part and parcel of it. But times have changed. It’s like bats. It wasn’t that long ago that when you got a new bat you had to oil it and knock it in. Nowadays you pull off the wrapper and there it is, ready to go. But for sheer fun value, I loved those longer tours. That’s not the same for everyone – some of the boys found them really tough. But I loved going round the country, seeing all these places. For me, it was part and parcel of playing for England. I get that these days the cricket calendar is a lot more packed, and so tours are shorter by necessity, but modern players miss out on so much. When I was touring, people would disappear into the Blue Mountains for a few days living in their underpants in a hut, or they’d go off on fishing adventures. Between games, you’d go down to breakfast in the hotel and there’d only be a couple of players there. People would have taken themselves away on safari to see some amazing wildlife spectacle, or gone off with an easel to paint a big rock. There’d always be a few who liked sitting round the pool but plenty of others saw playing for England as a chance to live their best life and took every opportunity to do just that. If you weren’t too sure what a place had to offer there were always a couple of tour liaison officers around to fill you in. ‘Well,’ one of them would say, ‘my Aunty Maude keeps water buffalo in her backyard. She puts on a lovely spread too. Do you want me to give her a call?’ And that was it, half an hour later a minibus would arrive and off you’d go to Aunty Maude’s. After ten minutes admiring a few horns, a barbie would be lit, the wine would be flowing and at the end of the night you’d bed down in a lovely little cottage in the grounds.

‘OK,’ I hear you say, ‘that all sounds very nice, but what about keeping yourself ticking over before the next game?’ Good question. I wouldn’t want you to think it was all rest and relaxation. On winery trips, it wasn’t uncommon to have a quick net between the vines. You’d send a few down between the Chardonnay and the Pinot Noir and one of the batting boys would pat a few back. Cross bat shots into the grapes were strictly forbidden. Do that and you were out.

People say, ‘You’re there to do a job,’ – and you are. But you can’t keep that level of intensity up all the time. At the end of a Test match against any opponent, let alone Australia, you’re mentally gone, much more so than you are physically. Living in that competitive bubble is exhausting, so when a bit of time came to switch off, I, and a lot of the other boys, always grabbed it with both hands. Five Test matches is a marathon stretch. Add in the epic nature of the battle – the crowds, the stadium, the media frenzy, the trash talking – and it’s like going 15 rounds with Mike Tyson over and over again. It’s another reason why I enjoyed the up-country games because compared to the Test matches you could have a bit of a laugh. It was all a bit more ‘white picket fence’ and you might wander round signing autographs, chatting to the locals and what have you. It was like playing cricket with your mates. You could take your foot off the gas and play your natural game. Compare that to walking into the MCG or the Wacca for the first day of a Test match. At that point you were right back in it. Without those mental breaks in between, it would have been incredibly difficult to manage. A three-day game in Ballarat against Victoria could be demanding, but it was nowhere near like five days against Australia at the SCG.

If I’d not made it in cricket, chances are I’d have spent my life silversmithing, the family business. Long hours in a bloody hard environment. Instead I was on an Ashes tour and I was going to enjoy it. The way I saw it, touring Australia was an epic opportunity to see the whole country, the England tracksuit opening every door along the way. I don’t think I ever changed out of my gear, because it was just easier to be in it. There I was with a suitcase stuffed full of all my going-out stuff, posh shoes, best shirts, mohair socks, the works, only to discover that no matter where I found myself – cricket ground, winery, boat trip, nightclub – trainers and tracksuit sufficed for every occasion.

From pretty much minute one, it was everything I thought it was going to be, with some of my absolute sporting idols thrown in along the way, one or two of whom, like David Gower and Allan Lamb, really did understand how to enjoy themselves. Wherever he went, Lamby, for instance, seemed to know everyone. At every hotel, he received an ‘Allan, me old mate!’ from the bloke on the door. In every city, he knew the best wine merchant. In every harbour, he knew the bloke with the best lobsters. If there was anything you needed, you gave Lamby a call and he’d sort it out. In a different life he’d have been a fixer, snaffling escape kit for the chaps in Colditz Castle. ‘Eh, Lamby, we need a guard’s uniform, some false passports and 30 feet of rope.’ ‘No bother. I’ll have it with you by 6 p.m. I’ll give you a wink, and it’ll all fall out the right leg of my trousers.’ I’d find myself in casinos with these more experienced boys all the time. They were open 24 hours and you could get yourself a drink and have a bit of a laugh without it being quite as conspicuous or unpredictable as wandering into the nearest bar. When I first started going I didn’t realise they pumped in oxygen to keep everyone awake and spending more money. I’d come out of those places feeling better, and poorer, than I ever had in my life.

Nothing will ever beat being in the thick of it as an England cricketer, but commentating comes close. Australia is such a wonderful place. You get up in the morning and nine times out of ten the sun is shining. Jump in your yellow cab and it whizzes you off to the ground, the crowds, the buzz, growing as you get closer. Sometimes I’ll walk to the stadium, the same excited punter as everyone else, and it’s then you really do get a taste of the anticipation, the atmosphere. People are laughing and joking, others predicting what’s going to happen, each bit of chatter, in a funny sort of way, re-igniting what you felt as a player. The difference is you can relax into the day instead of being ‘on’ all the time. At no point are you scrabbling around for a helmet, trying to stem Matthew Hayden in full flow, or re-attaching a toe. You can take a stroll out to the middle without someone shouting unpleasantries from the boundary, or squashing a meat pie on your head (signing autographs can be particularly perilous when touring Australia). None of that in the commentary box. Even Glenn McGrath has restrained himself on the pie front. It’s just a case of enjoying a very lovely time having a little chat about the cricket.

While in recent times Australia v India has established itself as one of the biggest Test series in the world, the element of history means it will never rival what we have with the Ashes. However, the fact that the India series has grown in importance does reflect how rarely in the past 40 years England have gone Down Under and actually competed, to the extent I genuinely believe there have been times that Aussie fans have tired of the domination. They want to see a tight battle, not a rout. As a player, once or twice I got the feeling they were willing us on, as if the Aussies’ winning ways had made them just that little bit too cocky for the supporters’ liking. ‘They’re walking round like they’re the bee’s bloody knees, mate. Someone needs to take them down a peg or two!’ We did that on occasion, but the vast majority of the time they were just too good. It’s very, very hard to win in Australia. The very best England players, desperate for that career-defining away Ashes win, have found it incredibly difficult to leave even the slightest mark on the Aussies on their home turf. The fact it’s the Ashes, in Australia, shouldn’t make a difference to who wins and who loses. When all’s said and done, the game itself hasn’t changed. It’s still one person bowling at another from 22 yards, three sticks at each end. The leading players should come out on top and that’s that. And yet there’s many an England legend with a blank in the win column Down Under.

Thankfully, for the past 20 years England have at least turned the win ratio round at this end. For a good while, which included my entire international career, the Aussies would routinely turn up and do us over. Coming to England didn’t worry them at all. If anything it was a bit of a treat. They’d have a lovely time. Top hotels, good grub, hardly any travelling between games. When they stepped on the plane in Sydney, they weren’t filled with trepidation, they couldn’t wait to get over here and grind us into the dirt. In between doing that they could have a wander round the shops, get their golf handicap down, find themselves a wife. The fact the series was in England didn’t seem to matter one jot to them, whereas for us the ‘away’ element felt so much more significant. I’d hear footballers complaining about travelling down to Plymouth Argyle for a 90-minute away fixture and be thinking, You what? You’re moaning about going a couple of hundred miles to Devon? Try 10,000 miles to Australia mate. For four months! Olympians were the same. ‘Two weeks in the Olympic Village is going to take a bit of getting used to.’ Again, I’d be incredulous. Two weeks? In a village full of the most incredible human specimens on Earth? How about 16 weeks being called a ‘Pommie bastard’ by several thousand pissed-up blokes with mullets?

At least we didn’t have to travel three weeks to the other side of the world by boat – the last time that happened was 1958–59 – but it did still take the best part of a day to get there. It’s no secret that I’m not the best flyer in the world and at Heathrow in 1990 nerves were getting hold of me big time. Not only was this an epic flight but I’d be sharing cabin space with a load of blokes who were pretty much my childhood heroes. I explained this to the England physio Laurie Brown before we took off. ‘Look,’ I said, ‘I’ve been watching some of these people since I was a kid. The last thing I want is to make a fool of myself, to show any weakness. I don’t want to be hanging on to an air hostess weeping as we’re taking off and then sat there a gibbering wreck for the next 20 hours.

‘Don’t worry,’ Laurie said, and reached into his bag of tricks from where he produced a few pills, as I recall a couple of little green ones and a pink one. ‘These will do the trick,’ he told me. And then he looked me in the eye. ‘But whatever you do, don’t have a drink with them.’

Over time, my preferred pre-flight drink would become a Bloody Mary. Right now, Laurie’s words were pitched into a sudden, and ultimately losing, battle with an overbearing urge for that classic whisky and Drambuie combination, the Rusty Nail. With a couple of those inside me, any nerves were left on the tarmac. Problem was, I’d also been transported to an entirely different mental state. In my head, I was no longer a promising left-arm spinner heading out to Australia, I was the baby Jesus in a nativity play. The newspaper I’d picked up was my blanket. My club class seat was my manger. And at one point, as I hallucinated wildly, when he came over to say hello, Graham Gooch was one of the wise men. Tour manager Peter Lush was the donkey. I only wish I could remember who was the Virgin Mary. A few hours later, after a nap and a couple of beers I found myself walking down the aeroplane steps in Perth. I really do need to check the footage. I’ve got a horrible feeling I greeted the civic dignitary waiting on the tarmac with a small bow and a whispered, ‘God bless you my child.’

I’m sure England trips Down Under now are more professional in every way. I mean, for crying out loud, I only found out I was going because I had a look on Ceefax. Every England cricketer of that generation has the number 340 imprinted on their brain, because that was the ‘cricket headlines’ page where you found out whether you’d been picked or not. The selection process itself was utterly unfathomable, essentially a forerunner of the National Lottery. You’d be sitting there waiting to see if you were playing and somewhere a couple of hundred miles away there’d be a shout of ‘Spin the balls!’ There’d be a pause – ‘and first out this week … Robin Smith!’ There was no such thing as forward-planning. No ‘Let’s have a right and left-handed opening partnership.’ It was just, ‘And the next ball – Mark Lathwell!’ Mad now to think that was how international sportsmen discovered if they were spending four months away in the winter. The first person to actually call me wasn’t any of the England hierarchy, it was the lady who sorted out the players’ official blazer and trousers. Instead of, ‘Hi Phil, I’m delighted to tell you you’ve been picked for the tour of Australia,’ it was, ‘Good afternoon, can I have your inside leg measurement?’ It was a good job I’d looked on Ceefax, otherwise my first reaction would have been to think it was a heavy breather.

You can only hope things have changed. After all, nowadays if someone rings you up asking for personal details you can’t put the phone down quickly enough. I dread to think how many players have missed out on touring spots because they mistook the England tailor for someone trying to discover their online bank login. A few days after the trousers call I received an embossed card through the post. ‘You are cordially invited by the MCC to tour Australia with the England cricket team.’ Ah, right, I thought, then it really is happening. I’m sure someone with some kind of authority in the England set-up must have phoned me eventually but I don’t remember who. All I can say is that I’m pretty sure it wasn’t Graham Gooch, because, for reasons that will become clear, he didn’t particularly like me!

Of course, the main element of playing for England that’s changed since my time is central contracts. Prior to their introduction in 2000, we’d be playing for our county one day and our country the next. There was no job security and even less continuity, whereas nowadays, not only do players have a very good idea if they’re touring or not, but they’re pretty much sure to know one another when they get on the plane. In that 1990 England squad, the only person I really knew was Angus Fraser, because him and his vast sweaty feet were plonked next to me in the dressing room at Lord’s. While I’d played a fair bit of county cricket, quite a few of the more established England boys tried to avoid it so I hadn’t really bumped into Allan Lamb, David Gower and the like. The rest of us were pretty wet behind the ears – only five members of the 16-man squad had toured Down Under before – and so were hardly well-acquainted either. Basically, most of us were rocking up to the airport with a bunch of strangers.

Over the next 11 years I’d play with dozens of other similarly uncontracted players, all trying, despite the Aussies’ clear superiority and the inefficiencies of the selection system, to bring the Ashes back to Blighty. Someone had to take the hit of facing that great Australian side in their pomp, to get them to the point where they were slightly on the decline, and that someone was us lot who played them in the 1990s. We did the preparation work for what happened later. We were, if you like, the fluffers. Someone else then came in and finished the job.

After so much pain, to watch England finally come out on top in that incredible series of 2005 was just amazing. For England not merely to win, but to actually dictate, was unbelievable for cricketers of my generation. Playing for England against Australia in the 1990s, with the chance of a series victory virtually nil, the best we could realistically hope for was the joy of a great individual effort, be it a teammate’s or one of our own. Believing that could happen was the only way we could keep going. Because they so stifled our ability to perform as a team, without the possibility of occasional outstanding personal performances the experience would have been both suffocating and utterly demoralising.

A team performance means an opener getting a hundred, a couple of others getting 50 plus, the bottom order adding another few dozen, and then one bowler getting a five-fer and two or three more causing difficulties or tying up an end. When it came to Australia, they simply never allowed that to happen. Look at the games we won against them between the end of the 1980s and 2005 and there’s always an outstanding individual performance. It was as if the ship was sinking and there was only one of us going to get out alive; only one of us could ever make it to the hatch. You could only hope that at some point during the series it would be you. Against that top seven in the Australian order – including the likes of Matthew Hayden, Justin Langer, Ricky Ponting, the Waugh twins, David Boon, Michael Slater, Mark Taylor, Damien Martyn, Allan Border and Adam Gilchrist – you’d have to work your socks off for a two-fer. The chance of them giving you a four-fer was pretty remote. So to get a five-fer, or more, then you had to be the dog and it had to be your day. When I got my eleven-fer at The Oval in 1997, I must briefly have been the personification of an entire kennel’s worth of hounds of various descriptions.

It’s the biggest disappointment of my career that I never managed to be part of an Ashes-winning side. Ultimately, as an England cricketer, a lot of how you’re judged is down to how you get on against the Aussies. Look at Joe Root. The guy’s a genius, England’s record run-scorer, but because by the time England were heading out for the 2025–26 series he still hadn’t notched a ton Down Under there was always a little question mark against him. On the other hand, he is on the honours board at Lord’s for scoring 180 in a winning cause against the Aussies aged just 22, so, you know, swings and roundabouts! I wouldn’t know, but I expect making a hundred against the old enemy at Lord’s gets the heart beating just that little bit quicker than were it to happen against another team. Again, no disrespect, but when Joe’s an old gent, sat flat-capped in his rocking-chair with his grandkids on his knee, it’s more likely that he’ll be waxing lyrical about that single Lord’s century against the Aussies than the three he’s made there against Sri Lanka. It’s the same in football. Every Barcelona player wants to score against Real Madrid. Every England player wants to score against Germany.

To come out on top in an Ashes series must just be amazing. The teams I played in never did anything other than win the odd game here and there, and even then pretty much always once the urn was gone. England had a problem in the 1990s. The Australians were better than them. Not a bit. A lot. All you can ever do in that situation is pray, either for a tin of Duckham’s Hypergrade to be poured on a length by a campaigner against wrongful imprisonment, or a bit of luck. Except, of course, luck very rarely sets up home with an habitually losing side. While they played and missed our good balls, we always nicked theirs. They’d hit the stumps on a run out, we’d have a shy and it would go for four overthrows. They’d pull off an amazing catch at slip while ours went to ground.

Not only weren’t we as good as them, but we made it hard for ourselves. And of course all the time they were far from backwards in letting us know they were absolutely smashing us to pieces. Their batsmen would be having a great laugh in the middle while we trudged past on our way to oblivion. It was like constantly running uphill. We just weren’t at the races. In those circumstances all you can do is fight. But against that kind of firepower, scrapping just isn’t enough. In the five Ashes series I played in we lost 3–0, 4–1, 3–1, 3–2 and 4–1. They destroyed us, turning each series into a real test of mental and physical endurance. Today’s Ashes series are condensed down to the bare minimum of days. In 2023, they completed an entire five-Test series in six weeks. When I was playing, the Ashes was spread out over the entire summer. In 1993, the teams played six Tests across 12 weeks. As tended to be the way in times of zero continuity I was dropped after the first two, but for the guys involved in every clash it was brutal. Some players can switch off between games, but there’s plenty who can’t.

No longer available for selection, these days I tend to find a bit of winter sun in Tenerife rather than Tasmania – the flight’s just that little bit shorter – but my memories still burn as strongly as the Melbourne sun. In this book I’ve focused those golden rays on a half-century of the greatest players and biggest characters to have entered my Ashes orbit. Some I played with, others I partied with, others simply amazed me and became my childhood idols, inspiring me to have a pop at living my own Ashes dream. Celebrated also are those who I’ve admired from my post-playing perch in the commentary box. The Ashes is unique for throwing up incredible spine-tingling drama – the gift that keeps on giving – and more than once my fellow pundits have had to pin my excitable self to the seat to stop me disappearing through the roof.

In many ways, in writing this book I’ve come to realise that inside I’m still that little kid who watched the Ashes on TV. I still find the whole England/Australia thing that exciting. I hope that by revealing my Ashes heroes, I’ll transport you on your own memorable journey into this most glorious of sporting contests which I’m happy to say has formed such a wonderful part of my life. I loved playing for England, but I’m more than happy to admit there’s a big part of me that adores Australia too. The country and the people that is – I’m not issuing an invitation for Big Merv to stay in my spare bedroom for three months. Although, should the situation arise, he is very welcome to pluck me from the shark-infested waters of deepest Surrey.

I’ll be honest; if I could be anyone else, I’d be an Australian. I know all the terminology – ‘tinny’ (can of beer), ‘barbie’ (barbecue), ‘mental disintegration’ (traditional welcome for England cricketers). The name’s Tuffers, me old cobber, and here’s my 50 Ashes heroes.






Chapter 1. David Gower
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An absolute one-off, David did things his way. Be it in the heat of a Test match or the cockpit of a Tiger Moth.



Until you’ve seen David Gower sabre the top off a Champagne bottle, you really haven’t lived. If I’d been in charge of Sky Sports I’d have had him do it as the introduction to every day’s play. It was a truly magnificent sight, first witnessed by myself at a winery in South Australia. A few England players had been invited down there on the 1990–91 tour. There were established wine connoisseurs like David and Allan Lamb, and myself, who, at a push, could tell the vintage of a pint of Skol – ‘1989, bartender, am I correct?’

I spent the first hour or so wandering round with my jaw hanging open – and not just in the hope that someone would tip something in it. Everywhere I looked there were tables groaning with seafood and steaks, like it must have been if Cleopatra had you round for a barbecue in the old days. The only thing missing was the bath of ass’s milk and those women in togas lowering grapes into your mouth. It was as if I’d been parachuted into another world. For years I’d been perfectly happy with a KFC.

Eventually, someone appeared with a sabre. For once it wasn’t Graham Gooch at a disciplinary hearing. Immediately, David perked up. To him, the weapon was akin to a call to arms, although at this stage I had no idea what was going on. ‘Why’ve they given him a bloody great sword?’ And then all of a sudden he picked up a bottle of Champers, drew the sabre back along the neck, and Schudoom!, sliced the top away. I was waiting for someone to say ‘Careful, you’ll have somebody’s eye out’, but nobody did. Like me, they were reeling from being present at such an impressive feat. I imagined it to be the sort of thing a high-ranking general would do after a good day in the Napoleonic Wars. ‘We gave those Prussians a damned good pasting! Fetch my sabre and a jeroboam of Veuve Clicquot!’ In this case, however, David was ceremonially opening the afternoon. Everyone clapped before turning round and getting stuck into a load of lobsters and booze.

David’s little trick really was a hell of an introduction to the world of wine. Until then the only time I’d drunk the stuff was when the beer ran out at a barbecue and there was half a bottle of Blue Nun kicking around, possibly the dregs of a Paul Masson California carafe. The South Australia jaunt was my first taste of really good wine, to which I then became quite partial. I’d listen to the more experienced boys chatting about how, with a plate of seafood, it would be beneficial to have a Sauvignon Blanc, or how with a good steak it’s always worth investing in a grippy Shiraz. In fact it wasn’t long before these older boys began to warm to me as I started dropping in a few little comments of my own. ‘Oh David, I’ve just tried that Chardonnay – nutty, with a caramel aftertaste, like a Marathon.’ I started reading up on the stuff; the best drop to have with a couple of prawns, that kind of thing. If anything, I was doing more preparation for my wine drinking than I was for my cricket. ‘Oh Graham, glad I caught you, I won’t be netting this morning, I’m afraid I have a tasting at Alfredo’s swordfish restaurant in town.’ I was even receiving tips from David himself. ‘If you fancy a slightly smoother grape, Tuffers, try the Tempranillo.’ All I needed now was to stop drinking it from a pint pot.

I’m in two minds as to whether David Gower qualifies as a larrikin. He certainly wasn’t one in the larger-than-life manner of a Freddie Flintoff or a Beefy. David was more suave, assured, the sort of person able to wreak mayhem in a foreign land while stood leaning on a mantelpiece in Marylebone in a smoking jacket. Essentially, he was one-step removed from a larrikin. A larrikin with staff. Who would then go out and larrikin on his behalf. But then again David was responsible for perhaps the all-time greatest piece of larrikin behaviour, divebombing an England cricket match – in
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	42 Ashes Tests

	Runs: 3,269

	Highest Score: 215

	Avg: 44.78

	Hundreds: 9

	Fifties: 12
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