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Prologue

18 January 2014. Departures, Brisbane Airport.

I had landed in Australia in late October, and I was finally about to fly home. I was twenty-four years old, four years into my career as an international cricketer, and had arrived full of hope that I could help England win a fourth consecutive Ashes series. We lost 5–0. I didn’t play a single Test match. My England one-day coach, Ashley Giles, told me at the start of this week that I was going home ahead of schedule, then told the press that I was ‘not selectable’ in my current state. He was right, of course, even if I’d rather he hadn’t said it publicly. I was a shell of a man: physically, mentally and emotionally drained after everything that I had put myself through.

This wasn’t the end for me. I am fucking proud of the fact that it wasn’t. Eighteen months later, I was back at my best: I was named man of the match after taking six second-innings wickets in our win over Australia at Edgbaston, and then celebrated on the podium at The Oval after being part of an Ashes series win for the third time. Not many England players can say that. And not many of those that can went through what I did to reach that point. After the rut I fell into, it took all my resilience to fight my way out of it and make my way back again.

But I still carry the scars of that 2013/14 trip to Australia all these years later. It still hurts to look back at the hollowed-out version of myself that I became on that trip; to remember the paranoia of the young man who felt like he had the eyes of the world trained on him every time he left his hotel room; and to think how the simple act of bowling a cricket ball, the skill I had loved and was so desperate to perfect, turned into something complicated that was no longer in my control.

I kept diaries throughout my first two Ashes tours, and I’ll use them in this book to help tell you my story. They are a brutally honest insight into how I was feeling, and how playing international cricket changed me – both for better and for worse.

So it only feels right that I should start by peeling my outer shell back and showing you the letter that I wrote to myself before that flight home from Brisbane. This was the final entry of my diary from the 2013/14 Ashes tour, the lowest point I reached before the battle to rebuild my career – and my life – really began. It will help you understand the extent of the mess that I had got myself into, and show you what playing international sport can do to someone. The pressure and expectation never go away, but they reach a new level during an Ashes series – even more so on the other side of the world.

When I finished writing, I put a sleeping pill on my tongue, and took a selfie for posterity. I felt the pill’s numbing effect take hold of my body, allowing me to forget the world outside and the state I had got myself into. This book is the story of how I went from being one of the most promising young fast bowlers in the world to rock bottom – and then made my way right back to the top.

Jan 2014. Final thought – where do I go now?

As I sit here in the departures lounge of Brisbane Airport, I can afford myself the luxury of looking back on a three-month period that started with great hope, and finished being the most depressing, demoralising three months of my life. Slowly sucking the life out of me to the point of breaking down in tears every time someone asked me about bowling, or cricket in general.

How did I get to be in this place? The tour started with great hope. Hope that I could regain my place in the Test team and be part of something very special for English cricket.

Looking back at it, I put myself under too much pressure from ball one. It is very easy for me to sit here and say this now, but I feel that I have slowly filtered out anything that was natural about my bowling action; from my slightly angled run-up, to my use of my long levers, or my athletic running to the crease and the snap that gets me my zip at the crease. I really wish I had noticed this earlier, and I hate myself for it, but I persisted.

Yes, I have had to address certain issues with my bowling. But I have always overcome these things on my own terms and in my own way.

We cannot blame me kicking the stumps for this – not solely. The real root of the problem lies further down the line, in my eyes; I wasn’t happy with it, but I was backed into a corner. I felt like I had no choice. I will regret this day for the rest of my life, because it is where it started.

It was the practice day before an ODI against New Zealand in Napier, in February 2013. We were on the practice wickets, across the road from the stadium, and I was bowling in the nets. To this point, I had always had a jump into the crease. I was probably four or five mph down on where I was pre-Christmas in India, when I had a back issue. I was searching for answers as to why I had lost a little bit of pace. Stupidly, I wasn’t satisfied with what I had. I wanted more. That day, I tried a short run-up. Sakes* had been in my ear for a little while about shortening my run-up; he said I was doing unnecessary miles, when I could bowl the same pace off a short run-up. It made sense, but I didn’t go about it the right way.

Rather than approaching the crease in a controlled, relaxed manner, as I always had done, I sprinted to the crease. The idea was to gain momentum. This would stop the jump in and it would help me maintain my pace for a longer period of time. Great, problem solved.

The best thing that could have happened to me here would have been that I’d bowled a big pile of shit, so I could just forget the short run-up and go back to doing what I’d always done. I am convinced that, if that had happened, then I wouldn’t be sitting here now writing this. I would be sitting in the hotel in Sydney debriefing yesterday’s game. I wouldn’t have the feelings of shame and guilt that I am now experiencing. And it hurts, it hurts like fuck that I have got myself into this mess.

So, what damage did the short run-up do?

It made me do something that I have never done in my life when I bowl – force it. I was busting a gut to bowl fast. After all, it was what I was in the team for. But I have always relied on what God gave me to bowl fast. From the age of seventeen through to twenty-one, I came back every season faster. Not because I was trying to bowl fast, but because it was naturally happening. Now I was trying to speed up my development by doing something artificial.

I bowled nicely that day, and I stuck with it. But the warning signs were there: I started grooving bad habits, and my delivery stride became short. At the time, I thought the short run-up was helping me be strong at the crease. It wasn’t. It was making me do something unnatural. I had always flowed through the crease. Now, I was jerky. Basically, I made everything short. I lost everything I had in my advantage.

I persisted with this for the remainder of the tour and into the summer. When I came back to England, I didn’t feel right. I bowled a ball against Derbyshire at Lord’s from the Pavilion End. It barely hit the cut strip. I smelt a rotten egg but couldn’t work out what was wrong. It only happened once that day, but I lost my nip, my trust in what I was doing. Then, the same thing happened against Surrey at Lord’s. Halfway through that game, Gus* and Jono** took me on to the balcony and said that the short run-up didn’t suit me and that something didn’t look right. I agreed, I could feel it.

The problem was that the damage had been done. I came off my long run and everything was a little bit longer, but not where it should have been. I came off the field during a fielding innings at Edgbaston, sat in the dark shower room, and cried.

I suppose this is the first time I felt myself in a really dark place. I didn’t know what to do. I was a week from the first Test of the biggest summer of my life and I was bowling as badly as I’d ever bowled. But I stuck with it.

I have always worked my bowling issues out by myself. I still kept faith that I could bowl myself through it. The place I am in now is a result of me having this attitude for the last nine months. I am shattered and drained from doing this every waking hour for this long.

I persisted on the same path until I was dropped from the second Test of the Ashes in the UK. I had to find a solution. I cannot have become a shit bowler in the space of five or six months.

I went to a cricket club in Bristol to meet with Jono and Shiney.* We worked on my run-up, and solely my run-up. I felt better come the end of the session. I had some dark and frustrating times during the next few weeks. But we made the run-up nice. That is now ingrained in me. My run-up is fluent, nice pace, good-length strides. A solid base to work from.

I went back to county cricket and bowled better. I had confidence in what I was doing again. I bowled quickly and skilfully. I felt I had a bit of my old zip back. I could make people hop around. In retrospect, this period glossed over the real problem.

But it shows I’m a fighter. If I’m honest, I haven’t bowled like I want to bowl, or how I can bowl, since I changed to the short run-up at Napier in New Zealand. But I’ve fought through it. I have still bowled spells and balls that can get the best players in the world out, all while I’ve been confused about the problem.

It is only now that I sit on the plane that I can look back and be clear about what has got me into this situation. I am fully to blame for this. I am not shifting responsibility.

I have always coached myself to a certain extent. Allowing myself to turn to a short run-up was the first time I had let someone from the outside influence my bowling. But it was my decision not to filter that information. That is something I won’t let happen again: I appreciate people’s help and goodwill, but this is my career.

The thought of people sitting around a table talking about what is best for my future now makes me angry.

On this tour I have turned to lots of people for advice. I have listened to more people than I have listened to before. I have tried every suggestion: coming slightly wider of the crease; angling my run-up slightly; lengthening my delivery stride; changing the path of my bowling arm; saying, ‘Just fuck it’; sprinting to the crease; even singing while I bowl, and one hundred other things. I have never, ever been thinking of so many things when I’ve run up and bowled before; I’ve had a clear head, because I’ve trusted what I do. I have been searching for that golden bullet, but it doesn’t exist.

I need to go back to the start. I need to make what I used to do feel natural again. The only way I am going to do this is by hours of work – but the right work. And that is for me to sit down and work it out. If I can get that ingrained back into my system, if I can get back to a place where it looks and feels natural and flowing again, I can be a better bowler than before.

But it HAS to be ingrained into my system, and I can’t ever forget that feeling because it is the key to what I can achieve and how far I can go.

Basically, this is a technical problem. I do not have an issue with trust or confidence. You get both of those things from bowling well, from bowling as well as you know you can bowl and how you want to bowl. And, to be quite frank, I haven’t been doing that for around twelve months.

People have written me off at the moment. People are looking at me wondering if I can ever be a good bowler again. Write me off at your peril. I will come back from this.

As you’ll discover, I still wasn’t admitting the full extent of my problems to anyone – even myself. But I was right: I did come back from it, not that it came easy. I spent hours and hours that spring stripping things back and re-learning how to bowl fast, but I was back in an England shirt again sooner than I could ever have hoped. Those hard yards made the highs taste even sweeter, and no feeling will ever compare to the one I experienced on my return to the Ashes in 2015. If I could re-live one week from my career, it would be that Test match at Edgbaston: the euphoria of taking a wicket in my first over back, the noise of the crowd sweeping me to the crease as I bounded in and the sense of sticking all of that criticism back down people’s throats.

It is only when you sit back and reflect on a sporting career that you realise just how much pressure you are under at such a young age: I made my Middlesex debut at sixteen, my England debut at twenty and I played my last international match a month after turning twenty-eight. It tells you how heavy the burden of expectations weighed on me that I can look back and feel unfulfilled after playing for my country more than 120 times, and after taking over 250 international wickets. It is still a hard thing to get my head around. Maybe that was just how it was meant to be for me.

But I am not looking for any sympathy, and I have never, ever blamed anyone apart from myself for any of the lows that I went through. The feelings that you experience at the top level of international sport take time to process, and I understand a lot of those emotions better with distance from them. This isn’t a sob story. These are just my honest, vulnerable reflections on a career that I can look back on now with a hell of a lot of pride.

 

 

 

 



* David Saker, England bowling coach.

* Angus Fraser, Middlesex’s director of cricket.

** Richard Johnson, Middlesex’s bowling coach.

* Kevin Shine, ECB fast-bowling lead.




1

Called Up

I was lounging around in bed when the call that was about to change my life popped up on my phone. ‘I’m not picking that up,’ I said to myself. ‘No chance.’ I had a few days off between an England Lions tour to Dubai and Middlesex’s boot camp on Dartmoor, pre-season training ahead of the 2010 summer. Aged twenty, I didn’t have much interest in picking up the phone to a number I didn’t recognise – I never did that. The same number rang again soon after, and I ignored it again.

Then my landline went. Suddenly I was in a panic. I was in my first flat, a little two-bed in Abbots Langley, Hertfordshire, and the only people who knew that number were my parents. Had something happened to one of them? I rushed to the phone. It was my mum. ‘What are you doing?’ she said. ‘Geoff Miller’s just called us, asking if you were here. He’s been trying to get in touch with you.’

I did a double-take. ‘Geoff Miller? As in the England select-or?’ I called the random number back.

‘Steven, Ryan Sidebottom’s gone down injured,’ Geoff told me. ‘Get your stuff together: you’re flying to Bangladesh.’

It was the moment that every young sportsman dreams of, and I was barely halfway out of bed. I’d been glued to the TV six months previously as England won the 2009 Ashes, with Stuart Broad running through the Australians at The Oval. Suddenly I was on my way out to join him – as well as other world-class players like Alastair Cook, Kevin Pietersen and Graeme Swann – on a full international tour. I knew my bowling had started to impress the right people, but I’d assumed there would be heaps of guys ahead of me in the pecking order. But it was me that England wanted to take a closer look at, and I had that tantalising combination of nerves and excitement as I packed my belongings and prepared to fly. I’d only been overseas a handful of times, and always on cricket tours; now I was being driven to Heathrow for a business-class flight to Dhaka.

It was the fulfilment of a dream formed at the cricket clubs where I had grown up. My dad used to play every weekend, and our social lives were at the club: Watford Town CC in my formative years, where the earliest photos are of me asleep on the pool table in the clubhouse, then Langleybury Cricket Club – for whom I played in the National Village Cup – thereafter, with a couple of seasons at West Herts CC in my late teens to play some more competitive cricket on a Saturday. It was never forced upon me; I just picked up a love for the sport along the way. I was always tall; as I developed and progressed, I was clearly taller than everyone else. I had a decent action for a kid, and gradually worked my way up through age-group teams at Hertfordshire.

At under-13s, I wasn’t put forward for regional trials by Hertfordshire; I was devastated, but my dad’s friend found a solution. Phil Evans, who was the team manager for South of England Under-13s, got in touch with the coach, Toby Radford, and said, ‘There’s this lanky kid who can bowl pretty quick. He might be a bit all over the place, but it’s worth having a look at him.’ I went to a trial at East Grinstead Cricket Club, near Crawley, and it went well. The next year, I was walking off the pitch at the English Schools Cricket Association festival at Oundle School, after playing for the South against the Midlands, and Toby came and intercepted me. He said, ‘Finny, will you come and be on the first Middlesex Academy?’. He had just taken on that role after being an age-group coach for the ECB.

What I didn’t realise was that Essex were waiting on the other side of the rope. People were talking about me by that stage, because I was tall and bowled quite quick. Toby said, ‘We’d love you to come and be part of our age-group sides, and then see what happens.’ My parents knew how much I loved cricket, and encouraged me to go for it. After all, what did I have to lose? The Middlesex indoor centre at Finchley was just down the M1. My Mum would drive me there and back every Tuesday and Thursday to go and train in a more professional environment. My dad didn’t drive, so she sacrificed so much to make sure I could chase my dream, something I’ll be eternally grateful for. There were then arguments between Middlesex and Hertfordshire, who didn’t want to let me go, about which team I would represent at under-15 level. It went to a tribunal, but Middlesex won. The process felt over the top, but it was flattering to feel wanted. From that moment onwards, I was a Middlesex player.

Dad was a club cricketer, a left-arm quickie. Even now, people come up to me and say, ‘You’re Terry Finn’s son. You were quick, but not as quick as he was.’ He played for Hertfordshire and was asked to trial for the Middlesex Club and Ground, effectively a second team. But I think it’s fair to say he didn’t take it that seriously: he went out the night before for too many beers and ended up in Bedford instead of Borehamwood, where he lived. He was involved in a bad car accident when he was much younger where two people died; he snapped his left forearm among other complications and never had the same pace again. He doesn’t talk about it. He’s of that generation. Most of what I know about his cricket I got from speaking to Mum, or people who played with him.

Some parents, when they weren’t far away from achieving something themselves, push their children incredibly hard to do it in their place. Thankfully, it was the complete opposite for me. My parents would support me: my dad would give me honest feedback – typically, ‘that was all right’, or ‘that wasn’t very good’. But they were never, ever pushy parents, telling me what I had to do to achieve my goals. They were never the ones saying, ‘My son is good enough.’ It was more, ‘If they think he’s good enough, then brilliant. If not, so be it.’ They watched almost every game of cricket I ever played in the UK and I always loved picking them out in the crowd and waving while I was on the field.

My younger sister, Claire, and I had a very normal upbringing and went to a very normal school: Parmiter’s in Watford. It can’t have been easy for her. As Dad didn’t drive, Mum ferried me everywhere and Claire often ended up having to come along too. She sacrificed a fair amount of her formative years to help me play cricket, without ever really having a say in the matter. Again, it’s something that, as I’ve got older and I have less tunnel vision, I have really appreciated.

I’ve never liked playing up to the idea that I’m a working-class lad, but my background is different to a lot of England cricketers. Mum was a secretary before becoming a housewife and a cleaner after she had me, and Dad was a printer. He worked for the Sun and then the Daily Mirror, and would do long night shifts. There’d be weeks where I’d hardly see him because he’d be sleeping while I was heading into school, and then he’d be leaving the house to go to work just as I got home. Later on, whenever I made a back page, his mates would save copies for him, which he kept in a scrapbook filled with clippings.

There were no foreign holidays for my family, so when I was picked to play for England Under-16s in South Africa, it was the first time I’d flown. The furthest we’d gone was the Isle of Wight, let alone going to another country. The team weren’t staying in fancy accommodation or anything like that, but I had my eyes opened. Right away I realised how much fun it was to travel, especially going away to play cricket with your mates. It was when we played at Newlands, the beautiful Test ground in Cape Town, that it really hit me how much I wanted to do this when I was older. But I still didn’t think it was a serious possibility, let alone something I’d be doing in a few years’ time.

You might think that being away with an England team would have been a big deal at school, but it never felt like it. I wasn’t that confident as a young lad. I always stood out, quite literally – I had a very early growth spurt aged twelve, and shot up well beyond six foot – and the fact that I was always the tallest kid in the room made me self-conscious. I spent a long time pretending I was six feet seven inches not six feet eight inches, which somehow felt more normal. Mum would have to buy my trainers at least a size up, for fear I’d grow out of them too soon. I was pretty shy, too. I wasn’t one of the super-popular kids at junior school, and at senior school I just tried to slip under the radar. I was never particularly successful with girls, either, and would never come back into the classroom after a tour feeling like a hero. Cricket wasn’t a cool sport, but it was dominating my time and my social life: almost all of my close friends were friends I’d made through cricket. It was a weird existence as a teenager.

The first time that I realised I had a real chance to make it was aged fourteen, in early 2004. Andrew Strauss had just made his England debut, and came to Finchley to face the academy bowlers in the nets ahead of a tour to the West Indies. He turned up with his England bag, and I thought, ‘Fuck, I want that bag one day.’ By then, I’d have been six foot five or six, and stick thin. But I bowled quick at him, and he tumbled over while getting out of the way of a bouncer. Jason Pooley, the assistant coach, was at the back, laughing. I remember his words vividly: ‘Fucking hell, Strauss, you just got put on your arse by a fourteen-year-old!’ It was so exciting. This was a guy who had already played for England, a rising star who was on the cusp of breaking into the Test team, and I was good enough to cause him serious problems, albeit in the indoor centre where bowling conditions are favourable. I suddenly realised that I wasn’t as far away from that level as I had always assumed.

Just before my sixteenth birthday, John Emburey called me into his office at Finchley to offer me a contract with Middlesex. Embers was an old-school off-spinner whom my dad had watched playing Test cricket for England for years; now, my parents were taking calls from him as Middlesex coach, telling them that he was about to present their son with a three-year contract. It was only worth £180 a week initially, pro rata, to cover 2005 to 2007, but it was the most exciting thing that could have happened to me as a teenager: I could call myself a professional cricketer, and I had a window into becoming one full-time. I already knew that was what I wanted to do with my life.

Soon after, at sixteen years and forty-three days old, I got asked to make my first-class debut, against Cambridge University. Billy Godleman, Stuart Poynter and I, the three youngsters in the squad, got a lift from Embers, driving at what felt like 110mph up the motorway. We were all filled with nervous excitement as we squeezed in among four cricket bags, and Embers was racing along to get to Cambridge in ample time the night before the game to have some dinner. I thought, ‘Is this really what professional cricket is like?’ But I bowled pretty well in front of Ed Smith and Jamie Dalrymple, who had both played for England, and Ben Hutton, the club captain. It was my first proper experience of being on the same level as professionals. When I’d bowled to Strauss, I was just meant to be giving him practice; now, I was sharing a dressing room with players who were effectively my equals.

I finished my GCSEs in the summer of 2005, and got three As and eight Bs – not bad after playing first-class cricket when I should have been revising. But that summer was altogether more memorable for another reason. I’d been conscious of previous Ashes series – waking up to see Matthew Hayden had scored yet another hundred while I’d been asleep – but the 2005 series was the first one that really grabbed my attention. I was properly gripped: how could you not be? The series ran into mid-September, and I’d started sixth form by the time Pietersen hit his 158 at The Oval. It was the first time that cricket had been on at school, and everyone was watching; we sat in the common room, on beanbags, with the big old TV showing Channel 4. Strauss scored two hundreds in that series; I’d been in the same indoor centre as him, the same dressing room, and he was out there winning the Ashes for England. But I have to make an admission: my main memories of the series involve Glenn McGrath.

McGrath was my hero. He was just the greatest. I loved his arrogance, and that Australian attitude: I’m the best. We are better than you. So much better than you. We’re going to beat you 5–0. When England hosted the 1999 World Cup, there was only one thing I wanted: a replica Australia shirt, bright yellow with green stars and stripes. My parents bought it for me, and it wound people up seeing me wear my Aussie kit down to the cricket club for training. I always wanted to emulate what McGrath did. He was tall, he bowled really upright and he got close to the stumps in his release. He had that natural angle into right-handers, and across the lefties, and I just loved everything about him. That’s what I remember best about 2005: him bowling at Lord’s from the Pavilion End, cleaning up Michael Vaughan when he misread the length, then nipping it down the slope to get Ian Bell.

The previous summer, McGrath had played for Middlesex for a few weeks as an overseas player. I went to watch him bowl against Yorkshire in a one-day game at Southgate, and walked around the ground to take in his performance from as many different angles as I could: from side-on, I saw his carry; from behind his arm, I saw the shape he was getting on the ball. As the game got tight, he bowled a no-ball; off the free hit, he cleaned the guy up with a perfect leg-stump yorker. I was in awe of him. I went up to Simon Cook, one of my academy coaches, after the game and asked him to get McGrath to sign my ticket. He said, ‘I’ll get you into the dressing room. Come and say hello and have a chat.’ I refused. I idolised McGrath, and I was so scared of going in and speaking to him. I handed Simon my ticket stub and begged him to get it signed on my behalf. I still have it at home, buried away in a shoebox.

I’d always felt it was important to complete my education, and my parents encouraged me to take it seriously. You never know what might happen – injuries have ruined plenty of careers before they’ve started. I was around Middlesex’s first-team squads and I felt like I might have a real chance of making it, but until you fully get your opportunity with a proper run of first-team games, you just can’t tell. Teachers would say, ‘You’re getting paid to play cricket,’ but I’d tell them it was £180 a week – or £240 a week from my second year with Middlesex. Thankfully, the school were flexible with me; they understood that I’d be away for a few weeks at a time. The headmaster, Brian Coulshed, loved cricket, which helped.

I sat some of my A-level papers at the British High Commission in Malaysia, during an England Under-19s tour; somehow I resisted the temptation to cheat with nobody watching me. I was always a goody two shoes. I had a place to read sports science at Loughborough, who gave me a reduced offer of three Bs – which I got, in English literature, sociology and PE – but 2007 turned into a breakthrough summer for me. I did well for England Under-19s against Pakistan, and was picked by Middlesex for a handful of Pro40 games and the County Championship run-in as well.

I played in our Pro40 promotion/relegation play-off against Northamptonshire at Southgate Cricket Club – the venue I had watched McGrath at three years previously – and caught an influential eye. It was a rare chance to play alongside Strauss; he hadn’t yet become England captain, but it felt inevitable that he would one day. He took two catches off my bowling in the gully, and I was named player of the match after returning figures of 3 for 30 in my eight overs. It was Bob Willis – big scary Bob Willis from the TV – who chose me for that award, and all of a sudden I had an England legend talking me up as a really promising young bowler.

That made my next decision far easier. I had everything sorted for university – accommodation, finance for my student loan – but twenty-four hours before I went up to Loughborough, I pulled the plug on it. What was the harm in deferring for a year and seeing where I was in twelve months’ time? I told them, ‘I’m really sorry, but I can’t do this. I’m going to try and become a professional,’ and spent the winter training with Middlesex.

In late November, I walked into a hotel room in Chennai, which I was meant to be sharing with Chris Tremlett. I’d been called up to the England Performance Programme for a tour to India on the back of my performances for the Under-19s; it was a strong squad, with guys like Michael Carberry and Jonathan Trott, who had been excellent in first-class cricket and were serious contenders for the England team. India was a culture shock, not least when I found Tremlett – whom I’d watched bowl to Rahul Dravid and Sachin Tendulkar that summer – naked on all fours in the bathroom. He stuck out his hand and said, ‘Hi, I’m Chris. Go and ask for another room, because whatever I’ve got, you don’t want to catch it.’ That was my introduction to Trem. I didn’t know a human could make the noises he did that day.

I’d played three Championship games that year, taken 11 wickets and bowled OK, but I knew when I arrived in India that it would be a step up. We trained hard, and I was constantly aware of the fact that I was bowling to guys who were proper professionals; consistent performers, not just youngsters with a bit of promise like me. It was the first time I’d really experienced reverse swing, and I loved it straight away. It felt like I’d discovered an extra weapon that I didn’t know I had, one that would make me far more dangerous away from home. I realised that I wasn’t just cannon fodder for the guys in that squad; I held my own, and felt like I warranted my place on that tour, wearing an England tracksuit and training kit while rubbing shoulders with Test cricketers.

I’d experienced some pain in my groin though on this tour and it turned out to be my first trip into the operating theatre to have my body adjusted. I had a procedure called a Gilmore’s groin, effectively a sports hernia, and at the same time had a realignment of my right adductor. The rehabilitation was frustrating but I always had in my mind that I wanted to be fit to play in the Under-19 World Cup in early 2008. It was an opportunity to test myself against my peers from around the world. I made it through the rehab, and shared a room with Chris Woakes throughout the trip to Malaysia. We became great mates, and still are to this day.

It was there that I had my first taste of playing cricket against Australia and feeling the rivalry that would define my career. We’d lost to an India side captained by Virat Kohli in the quarter-finals, and met the Aussies in the fifth-place play-off. There was nothing riding on it, but in one sense it was almost more intense than the real thing; everyone involved played up to what they thought an England vs Australia match should be like, based on what they’d seen on TV growing up. A couple of the Australians’ best players – Phil Hughes and Steve Smith – went home to play in their domestic first-class competition, the Sheffield Shield, but they still had a strong team, which included Marcus Stoinis and James Faulkner. It’s funny to look back on it, but we were all so fired up, and there was real aggression, with both teams getting into the battle and sledging each other. It gave me a sense of what could lie ahead of me – and I loved it.

That tournament was a who’s who of international cricketers over the next decade. Kohli was on the cusp of playing for India, with Ravindra Jadeja as his vice-captain; Tim Southee made his Test debut a few weeks later, after playing for a New Zealand team captained by Kane Williamson and featuring Trent Boult and Corey Anderson; Imad Wasim and Umar Akmal were there for Pakistan, Dinesh Chandimal for Sri Lanka, and Darren Bravo for West Indies. I was playing with Liam Dawson, James Taylor and Woakes. I looked at my peers – guys I was competing well with – and all of a sudden they were playing international cricket and holding their own. It emphasised that I wasn’t a million miles away from where I wanted to be.

That summer, I played twelve out of sixteen Championship games for Middlesex, and was starting to feel like I belonged. I missed two games early in the season when Vernon Philander arrived from South Africa as an overseas player, and, after a couple of quiet performances midway through, I was left out for two more. I was furious; it was the first time in my career that I’d been properly dropped from anything, be it youth sides or the second team. I took it terribly. I sulked, and was a complete drain for a few weeks. I didn’t understand the feeling of being left out – particularly when I thought I should be playing – and didn’t know how to process the sense of rejection that came with it. My overwhelming response was, ‘Fuck you. You’ve got this wrong and I’m going to prove that to you.’ There was no doubt in my mind that I should have been playing in those games.

It had been a tough period for the club, but it felt like things were on the up that summer. We finished third in Division 2 of the Championship, not far off promotion, and won a trophy – the Twenty20 Cup – for the first time in fifteen years. I’m still not sure why, but Daniel Radcliffe came into the dressing room to celebrate with us. Growing up, we would always try to catch a glimpse of him, Emma Watson or Rupert Grint when our school bus drove past Leavesden Studios, where Harry Potter was filmed; all of a sudden, I was having a beer with the main character. I only played a handful of T20 games, when our overseas players were unavailable, but winning the title meant we qualified for two further tournaments: the Stanford Super Series in Antigua, and the inaugural Champions League in India. University stopped being a consideration; I felt as though I was getting better all the time, and overtaking my peers with every few months that passed. I thought, ‘This is my life now.’

It was in Antigua that I found myself in a full senior England dressing room for the first time. The tournament was the brainchild of Allen Stanford, with a centrepiece match for $20 million between England and West Indies, rebranded as the ‘Stanford Superstars’. That probably told you all you needed to know about Stanford: a few months later, he was charged with running a Ponzi scheme and thrown in jail. As winners of our respective national competitions, Middlesex were up against Trinidad and Tobago, who outplayed us to take home $280,000; similar to the England team, we had meetings where people lost sight of the fact that we actually had to win the game to get the money and were squabbling about what their percentage cut was going to be. Stanford near enough treated us like pets, but we had a great time in Antigua on the beers for two weeks.

We were on the beach on the day of England’s warm-up game against Trinidad and Tobago when our coaching staff heard there was an illness outbreak in the England camp. They were down to eleven fit players, so Dawid Malan and I were summoned as substitute fielders. It felt like an amazing opportunity: what if someone rolled an ankle in the warm-ups and I was suddenly playing? I walked into the dressing room and was in awe. I’d watched Kevin Pietersen and Andrew Flintoff on TV for years, pretended to be them in the nets; now I was on twelfth-man duties for them. It was my first actual glimpse into the England environment.

The only problem was that I had to take part in the fielding warm-ups, at a time when I was not a proficient fielder: very gangly, uncoordinated and not confident under the high ball. Even worse, the floodlights at Stanford’s ground – next to the airport in Antigua – were so low that even the best fielders struggled to pick the ball up out of the night sky. Mark Garaway, one of England’s assistant coaches, used his foam bat to biff high catch after high catch. It felt like I dropped almost every single one in that warm-up, in front of Pietersen and Flintoff. They must have thought, ‘Is this bloke really a professional?’ – but at least I could say that I’d been in an England dressing room and rubbed shoulders with the best players in the country. I was determined that it would be something I’d do again.

I woke early on the morning we were due to leave for the Champions League, ready to head to the airport, and quickly learned that the trip was off. We were scheduled to play Victoria, the Titans from South Africa and Chennai Super Kings, with our first fixture in Mumbai, but the city had been targeted in a terror attack the night before. England were already in India playing a one-day international (ODI) series, and later went back for two Tests, but there was speculation that some players might not feel safe to return. It was the first time that I read my name in the press linked with an England call-up: Tim Murtagh, Alan Richardson and I were the three fast bowlers outside of the squad with active Indian visas, and were supposedly on standby in case somebody pulled out. It would have been a strange situation, playing for my country almost by default and owing to a horrific situation after the attacks, but I couldn’t help but feel excited when I saw my name in those reports.

Back at Middlesex, Angus Fraser’s appointment as the club’s director of cricket ahead of the 2009 season was a significant moment in my career – and in my life. Gus had been an England stalwart in the 1990s, and treated me like a son. It was a lovely relationship. We’d sit up on the high stools in the Long Room at Lord’s while Middlesex were batting, or in the viewing gallery of the real tennis court at the back of the pavilion, and spend hours chatting about bowling. He took me under his wing; it was all about nurturing, rather than him telling me what I should be doing. He’d ask, ‘What did that feel like?’ or ‘What did you think tactically to that opening bat?’ You need a natural talent to play professional cricket, but to be successful at the top level, you have to learn about the intrinsic art of bowling. At that stage, I had largely been wanging it down there and hoping for the best; Gus helped me to understand the game’s nuances.

He’d point things out about opposition bowlers, and ask me about them: ‘He’s moved wider on the crease there. Why has he done that?’ If I didn’t know, he’d explain: ‘It’s







OPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Dedication



		Title Page



		Contents



		Prologue



		1. Called Up



		2. Making Strides



		3. Ashes Ambition



		4. Dead Ball



		5. Backed into a Corner



		6. Out of Control



		7. Rock Bottom



		8. The Road Back



		9. Australia Again



		10. Edgbaston Elation



		11. Injury Strikes



		12. The Beginning of the End



		Epilogue



		Acknowledgements



		Picture Credits



		Credits



		Plate Section



		About the Authors



		Copyright













Page List





		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242













Guide





		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Start Reading











OPS/images/cover.jpg
STEVEN FINN
THE

MY PRIDE AND PAIN IN E”
CRICKET’S MOST INTENSE SERIES






OPS/images/sevendials_logo.jpg
SEVEN DIALS





