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To Gayle, Freddie, Lily and Eve, who know about the ups and downs of touring




NOTE ON THE TEXT

Several cities and countries mentioned in the text have changed names during the past century and a half. As a general rule, I have used the name that applied at the time in question, or the one by which the place was, or is, more customarily known. Among those cities to which this relates are Bombay (now Mumbai), Calcutta (Kolkata), Bangalore (Bengaluru), Madras (Chennai), Poona (Pune), all in India; Dacca (Dhaka) and Chattogram (Chittagong) in Bangladesh, itself previously East Pakistan; and Port Elizabeth (now Gqeberha) in South Africa. The countries include British Guiana (now Guyana), British Honduras (Belize), Ceylon (Sri Lanka) and Rhodesia (Zimbabwe).




PREFACE

England’s Test tour of Pakistan in late 2022 was a stunning success. Through skill and audacity, a team playing under a devil-may-care captain in Ben Stokes – leading the side for the first time overseas – won all three matches in a country where previously English teams had been victorious only twice in 24 Tests. They became the first visitors to achieve a whitewash in Pakistan.

What made the result all the more impressive was the number of challenges they overcame. Tours routinely pose problems to the travelling side, but this one encapsulated many of the difficulties which make touring so demanding – tactically, technically and mentally. Of all destinations, Pakistan has been the most troublesome for English sides through on-field disputes, bouts of food poisoning, clashes of culture and security concerns, and this was the first time England had played Tests there since 2005, so there was little for the players to fall back on in terms of relevant experience, except for a few T20 matches.

In the weeks before, Pakistan was engulfed in a political crisis when an attempt was made on the life of the former cricket captain and recently deposed prime minister Imran Khan during a rally in Wazirabad, as a consequence of which there was a chance the tour might not take place at all, or that the first Test would be moved from Rawalpindi due to its proximity to the capital Islamabad. In the end the schedule remained unchanged. The England players were subjected to presidential levels of protection, largely locked down in hotels when not at the cricket and at all times shadowed by armed guards.

Despite taking all precautions, including employing a full-time chef, around half the playing group succumbed to a viral infection in the 48 hours before the opening Test; only on the morning of the game was it confirmed that England could muster an XI. With Ben Foakes too unwell to take part, Ollie Pope was deployed as a makeshift wicketkeeper and the uncapped Will Jacks drafted into the side around half an hour before the start. Even so, England kept faith with their plan to attack and struck a record 506 runs on the first day.

Touring teams often fail to adapt to alien conditions, but in this instance England showed versatility in selection and strategy in an environment where weather and pitches tend to deaden traditional English bowling strengths. Nearly 50 per cent of all previous Test matches had been drawn. With most Tests in Pakistan taking place in winter because the summer months are too hot, daylight hours can be short; in Rawalpindi the sun set at around 5 p.m. To compensate, Stokes demanded an extraordinarily aggressive approach to batting – plus a daring attitude to setting targets – as a means of creating time for the bowling attack to take 20 wickets; the bowlers, in turn, excelled in ways historically foreign to them. In a reversal of the norm, England’s seamers made better use of reverse swing than their Pakistani counterparts to help seal a win in Rawalpindi with barely ten minutes of viable daylight left. Mark Wood’s raw pace won the match in Multan, while the wrist spin of Rehan Ahmed, making his debut as England’s youngest Test cricketer, proved the difference in Karachi.

Afterwards, head coach Brendon McCullum said that, considering everything that was thrown at his players, the performance was ‘pretty close to perfect’.

This is something that could not often be said of England touring teams of the past 150 years. The story of the England cricket team overseas is generally one of struggle, setbacks and spats, punctuated by the occasional glorious highs of the sort seen in Pakistan – all the more precious for their rarity. But results are only part of a rich and vivid history: cricketers lucky enough to go on major international tours are guaranteed some of the greatest adventures of their lives.




CHAPTER 1 The Fragile Machine Why touring is so tough

A major international cricket tour is a phenomenon with few parallels in team sport. England’s national football and rugby sides do not spend long on the road together: they nowadays travel only for a matter of days to fulfil a foreign fixture, or for a few weeks for rare tournaments such as the Euros or World Cups, or a Lions tour – typically staged every few years. Domestic teams tend to operate to a pattern of home and away fixtures which might involve sending them on the road for a few nights. Cycling teams spend three or four weeks at the Tour de France or Giro d’Italia. Yachtsmen spend three months navigating the globe in races held every few years. Perhaps the closest comparison is North American baseball leagues, which involve more than 150 matches a year across states, but at least players are moving around familiar territories; the cultural dislocation is nothing like as great. As the most northerly based major Test cricketing nation, England are in a position to tour more frequently than others in their sport, and every winter are in action in faraway places for typically five to six months. And these missions are distinct from the matches they might play at home between May and September – when other teams visit them.

Modern tours are shorter, more streamlined beasts than the early pioneering expeditions conceived amid the grandeur and ambition of the Victorian era – what is now accepted as England’s first Test tour to Australia in 1876–77 spanned more than eight months, three of which were spent at sea – but even today when England tour Australia or the subcontinent these are still vast undertakings for which planning begins months in advance. Moreover, air travel may have drastically speeded up the process, and allowed players to come and go more easily, but that has simply created scope for more frequent trips. In addition to an established roster of Test series, there are also one-day internationals and Twenty20s (T20s) to be played, as well as an increasing number of ICC global tournaments.

In the winter of 2006–07, England sent teams to play a Champions Trophy in India and a World Cup in the West Indies, between which they fulfilled a full Ashes tour of Australia. With only 20 days at home between assignments, they were on the road for 179 days, the longest England have been on duty in any one winter since the days of boat travel. Andrew Flintoff, Kevin Pietersen and Andrew Strauss were among seven players who took part in everything. In six winters since then, England teams have topped 150 days and in 2021–22 the programme was arguably even more arduous, with time in the Gulf States, Australia and the Caribbean totalling 162 days away out of 178, admittedly with a substantially changing cast list (in part because results were so poor that some players and coaches were sacked after the Ashes), but with the added complication of Covid-19 protocols needing to be observed and quarantine to be undertaken.

For 2022–23, England were scheduled for the first time to fulfil five separate assignments – three white-ball tours (one of which spanned Pakistan and Australia) and two red-ball ones; it was something only possible because they were by now operating quite distinct groups of players specialising in one format or another, under separate head coaches.I Anyone involved in all three white-ball tours faced about 110 days on the road, substantially more than the Test-only players, for whom this represented a relatively light winter at around 70 days away from home. Some players, of course, would be involved in elements of both. Winters are no longer made up of one grand tour of a single region, but mental resilience and physical stamina remain fundamental aspects of touring.

The tour of Pakistan and Australia was, at 71 days, by a distance the longest tour England had undertaken involving just limited-overs matches. A typical ‘white-ball only’ trip would usually span anything up to five weeks, often much less. This one was twice as long and, interestingly, paid rich dividends as a result, as it allowed the players under a relatively new short-form captain, Jos Buttler, to gel in advance of the main event, a T20 World Cup. On the night England won the trophy by beating Pakistan in Melbourne in front of 80,000 spectators, Buttler spoke about the value of the time spent beforehand playing seven T20s in Pakistan – the opportunity it presented to get to know each other, to build relationships and trust, and to formulate tactics. Modern touring teams are often ‘time poor’, but this one arrived in Australia well drilled, full of confidence and primed to win.

Globally, bilateral international cricket is facing an existential threat from the domestic T20 leagues that have sprung up in all the major cricketing territories, with the one-day international format the one most affected, but if any country is likely to continue regularly exchanging tours it is England, whose home season clashes least with these other competitions.II For reasons of history and culture as much as cricket and finance, a tour by England remains a powerful draw everywhere.

One of the other main differences between old-style touring and the game today is that in the past tours took the cricketers to the towns and the countryside, and provided them with the opportunity to expand personal horizons; it was an experience in the broadest sense of the word. A modern tour largely takes them only to the stadiums of the big cities and their satellite hotels, and seems to present an ever narrower view of the world.

When Andy Flower took over as head coach in 2009 and the team crashed to an embarrassing Test defeat in Jamaica in his first match in charge, he subsequently laid out an ambitious plan for them to become the first England team to reach no. 1 in the world rankings, presenting the players with a daunting outline of the series they would need to win to get there. ‘It’s going to take two years and six times around the world,’ he said. Remarkably they hit their targets, though at a price. After another two years, they had been around the world as many times again, and in a highly dysfunctional state sank to a 5–0 whitewash in Australia. Two leading players, Jonathan Trott and Graeme Swann, quit the tour before it was over, Trott through what might best be termed burn-out and Swann because his bowling arm was ruined through over-work. Afterwards another player, Kevin Pietersen, was sacked and Flower himself never worked with the team again. Everyone had been living in each other’s company too long.

Time on the road is one thing. Another is that there are fundamental differences in the way the game is played from place to place, providing an array of challenges that only the best can master. This variety is what gives cricket much of its interest and charm, but for visiting players the adjustments required are considerable. Home sides inherently understand their own conditions better and every touring team has to find ways to narrow the knowledge gap as best they can.

In England, pitches tend to be grassier and the ball moves more through the air and off the pitch. Go abroad and you typically encounter fast, bouncy surfaces in Australia, the West Indies and on South Africa’s Highveld, where the carry of the ball is accentuated by 1,500 metres of altitude; on the subcontinent, they are drier and sometimes break up so much that when the ball lands it produces explosions of dust – spin bowling then becomes king. Within the space of a few weeks an England batsman might go from fending balls off his face in one country to dealing with others elsewhere that barely threaten to reach his thigh. These are almost different sports, and neither is necessarily familiar to cricketers who learned the game in England. The ferocity of the sunlight alone can take time to get used to. Back in the inter-war years, Herbert Sutcliffe, one of England’s greatest and most versatile batsmen, reckoned it took him six weeks in Australia to get used to the light and the speed of the pitches, which he considered four yards faster than the uncovered ones he played on at home. In northern India and Pakistan, though, the sun can set early and the light be milky at best.

In Adelaide, the wind off the interior can generate temperatures of 45 degrees, leaving players reporting burnt eyeballs and bowlers vomiting on the boundary edge. James Southerton, a member of the very first England team to play Tests abroad, described this wind as ‘almost hot enough to set your clothes on fire’. Adelaide’s flies are a constant infuriation to visitors. In Brisbane, bowlers can experience scalding sensations in the chest after sending down only a few overs. Bob Wyatt, the England vice-captain, described conditions there during the famous Bodyline series of 1932–33 as almost unbearable. ‘It was a terrible day for a fast bowler; the humidity was so great that the air actually felt soggy, but [Harold] Larwood and [Gubby] Allen accepted the challenge. I can’t imagine that there has ever been better bowling on any cricket field than there was from these two that morning.’

That England won the match, and with it the Ashes, was also due to the heroism of Eddie Paynter who, suffering from acute tonsillitis, rose from his hospital sickbed to fight off aching muscles and blurred vision to play an innings of 83. The heat in Melbourne can be scarcely less taxing, as Douglas Jardine noted in writing about the same tour: ‘Anyone who has fielded out for a day in Melbourne, with “a northerly” blowing, will readily subscribe to the belief that this most unpleasant wind does in fact hail from thousands of miles of desert… it is like the blast from a furnace door which is opened in one’s face.’ Towards the end of an exhausting day in the field, Jardine delegated all-rounder Wally Hammond or Hedley Verity, his left-arm spinner, to bear much of the burden in the final hour in order to spare his pace men further hardship – and this was in an era when a day of Test cricket in Australia spanned five hours rather than the six or more it does now. In more recent times, any young fast bowler who is not fit enough for such a harsh environment can expect short shrift from their elders, who will tell them: ‘Don’t expect me to bowl your overs at five o’clock.’

Joe Root on his first tour of Australia as captain ended the series with gastroenteritis and dehydration after experiencing sunstroke in temperatures of 44 degrees in Sydney; when the last ball was bowled he was so debilitated that he was asleep on the physio’s bed in the dressing room. Ranjitsinhji, the Indian batting genius who made his career in England, once scored 175 in a Test in Sydney while suffering from a similar condition to Paynter. Len Hutton, like Jardine one of the few England Test captains to win there, once said of Australia: ‘The grounds are hard, the ball is hard, the men are hard.’ Such conditions have finished off the careers of many who are ageing or just past their best.

It was noticeable that when Jos Buttler’s side won the T20 World Cup, the team’s coaching staff had a strong Australian contingent: head coach Matthew Mott, batting consultant Mike Hussey and fast bowling coach David Saker were all Australians and understood local conditions intimately. It also helped that some of the most influential players in the squad, such as Alex Hales and Adil Rashid, had experience of Australia’s domestic T20 competition, the Big Bash (although Sam Curran, named player of the tournament, was new to the country). This was one occasion when an England team were not blindsided by Australian pitches and grounds, which may explain why they won five of their six matches, losing only a rain-affected game to Ireland.

The West Indies is not much easier. England have won there only once since 1967–68. Probably one of the greatest innings ever played for England in an overseas Test was Len Hutton’s nine-hour double-century in searing heat in Jamaica in the 1950s. In Sri Lanka and southern India, the humidity is such that frequent changes of shirts, gloves and pads are basic requirements; it is not unusual for batsmen playing long innings in Colombo or Chennai to get through 12 sets of gloves. An innings fit to be mentioned alongside Hutton’s was Tony Greig’s century in Calcutta while running a high temperature; it did much to set up an historic series win. Since that tour in 1976–77, England have won only two multi-match series in India. During a group match in Peshawar, Pakistan at the 1996 World Cup, Warwickshire all-rounder Neil Smith was violently sick while opening the batting, having already spent several hours in the field. The heat was simply too much. England cricket manager Keith Fletcher, who in his day had been a highly accomplished batsman in subcontinental conditions, once said of Sri Lanka, ‘It’s very nearly too hot here for Europeans to play cricket.’ Sand blowing off the Sind desert once created such a storm that it brought an early end to an England Test match in Karachi. Dust storms have also cut short games in South Africa’s interior.

Many overseas venues are situated by the sea, bringing water tables and breezes into play. Bowl at the WACA in Perth, where the heat and light can be fierce, and every afternoon the ‘Fremantle Doctor’ blows down the ground. Bowl in Port Elizabeth, and if the wind is coming off the ocean it is known as a ‘bowling wind’ and if it comes off the land, carrying with it waves of heat, it is a ‘batting wind’. Many a bowler’s spirit has been broken by gales off the Cook Strait buffeting the Basin Reserve in Wellington. Some of the strongest crosswinds anywhere are those at the Sir Vivian Richards Stadium in Antigua and Kensington Oval, Barbados. You need to have experienced these conditions to develop the skills to harness them.

Most venues in Australia and India, too, are larger than those in England. Bigger playing areas make a hot day in the field even more taxing, and while some crowds are adulatory many are unwelcoming. The Melbourne Cricket Ground is an unforgiving amphitheatre, and when England are touring 80,000 will turn up on Boxing Day for the ritual bashing of the Poms. The sense of the stadium as a colosseum is heightened in the minds of visiting players by the dressing-rooms being situated beneath ground, from where it is a 50-metre walk to the playing area. You feel the heat and hear the noise long before you reach the field of play. At the ‘Bull Ring’ in Johannesburg, the players walk through a covered tunnel to protect them from projectiles thrown from a crowd with a history of hostility towards touring teams; not even the tunnel, though, can shield them from verbal abuse. The most vociferous and hostile Australians tend to drift away early or don’t turn up at all if their side is losing; they do not care for cricket so much as their team winning. They are not often disappointed.

As hard as it is for England to win on the subcontinent or in the Caribbean, Australia remains a challenge apart, not least because of the prestige attached to going there and returning victorious. John Woodcock, cricket correspondent of The Times for more than 30 years, once wrote that ‘the protracted physical and mental effort of taking part in a Test match against Australia before large crowds and generally in great heat has no parallel in the world of sport.’

In England, players have their home comforts. They know the hotels they stay in. They know the drive to the ground. They see familiar faces everywhere. The crowds are behind them. There is also more scope to play first-class county cricket by way of preparation, admittedly usually in the build-up to the first Test match of the summer rather than once the Tests are underway. It is a fact of life that the modern player has to hone his technique more in the nets than in domestic matches, but however he prepares there are generally more opportunities at home. Tours starve reserve players in particular of game time.

In respect of winning, touring has always been tough, but it has got tougher. Until the late 1970s, England’s overseas record was creditable – they won slightly more matches than they lost – but once the game started to become more broadly professional their win/loss record deteriorated, and between 1 May 1979 and 1 January 2023 stood at minus 43.III In earlier times, England might have expected to win, or at least hold their own, on most tours outside Australia even if they could not send their strongest side, but there were simply no international tours of that nature any longer.

Busier schedules meant less scope for proper acclimatisation and less chance to recover from a bad start. In fact, in July 2018 the International Cricket Council agreed to changes in the conduct of tours designed to reduce the impact of ‘home advantage’ and develop a culture of greater respect. ‘Touring teams should be treated as guests, with a standard of accommodation, travel and catering equal to that for the home team, and the opportunity to mix socially. They should be able to prepare for international matches under conditions similar to those expected during the series, including the same standard and variety of net bowlers and training pitches.’ But cricketers have never been under any illusions about the value of local knowledge and the comfort that familiar surroundings grant one side over another. When Len Hutton gave his first press conference on arriving in Australia as captain, he concluded with the words: ‘I think the chances are even, but of course Australia will be playing at home in conditions to which they are used, and there’s a great deal in that, you know.’

The growth of T20 leagues has played its part in touring becoming technically more challenging. Admittedly, it has made the big stadiums in India and Australia more familiar to the top players, but it has also done more than anything to unpick some of the traditional skills needed to be a successful Test cricketer, such as a solid defensive technique and the ability to build a long innings. The sheer ubiquity of the format, too, has bred a tolerance of mixed results – the ‘win-some, lose-some’ mentality – and a culture lacking the intense scrutiny on individual performances that comes when national prestige is on the line. For many, touring with a national team has simply come to seem too much like hard work.

Of course, some England players prospered overseas. Alastair Cook scored hundreds against eight different opponents away from home, Ian Bell against seven, and Ken Barrington, Colin Cowdrey, Kevin Pietersen and Graham Thorpe six. Those few bowlers of genuine pace that England have produced have thrived on the harder, bouncier surfaces of Australia, South Africa and the West Indies: Harold Larwood, John Snow and Frank Tyson enjoyed many of their finest moments on tour, as has Mark Wood, who averages 24.6 with the ball overseas compared to 40.7 at home. But most England players have found adjusting their games from bowler-friendly conditions at home to flat pitches elsewhere simply too difficult. Overall, in home Tests, England’s batsmen average 31.6 and their bowlers 28.6 (in credit by +3.0), while overseas the batsmen average 28.8 and the bowlers 31.8 (a deficit of -3.0). That would translate into a weighty difference across the course of a full Test match.IV

Efforts have been made to address these problems. In May 2018, Andrew Strauss, England’s director of cricket and a former captain who led the team to their only Ashes win in Australia since 1986–87, commissioned an investigation into England’s difficulties away from home. The research was led by Nathan Leamon, a former Cambridge mathematician and schoolteacher, who had been recruited in 2009 as England’s first full-time analyst. One of the main conclusions was that efforts should be made to break the pattern of selecting the same XIs home and away; in other words, a team that might be well tailored to winning a Test in Manchester or Birmingham might be feebly equipped to do so in Mumbai or Barbados, and the temptation to take on tour players who had performed well at home should in some cases be resisted. In future, it was proposed, selection should be more bespoke and more of a squad system should operate than previously. In the last press conference Strauss gave before stepping down several months later owing to his wife’s terminal illness, the focus of a lot of his comments was on how England might win more games of cricket away from home. Developing a world-class system for identifying the best players was one ambition.

An early example of this new thinking came when Dawid Malan, who had performed well in Australia and New Zealand the previous winter, was dropped three Tests into a home season. Ed Smith, the national selector, publicly stated that ‘it may be that his [Malan’s] game is better suited to overseas conditions.’ But the highest profile cases were Stuart Broad and James Anderson, the greatest wicket-takers in England’s history and two champions in home conditions, who would be left out of a number of overseas Tests before being dropped altogether for the tour of the West Indies in 2022. It was not so much that Broad and Anderson were poor players overseas, rather that away from home there was a greater need for variety, and to avoid seam attacks entirely made up of right-arm medium-fast bowlers – which was a central weakness of the 2017–18 tour (ironically, the sought-after variation was lost once Mark Wood broke down during the first Test in Antigua). The Malan decision caused debate but the treatment of Broad and Anderson developed into a major controversy, with both players publicly expressing their dismay. The situation was further complicated by the pandemic in 2020–21, forcing teams into bio-secure bubbles and leaving England no choice but to rotate large numbers of players for the sake of their mental health.

Who to select was only one element of the puzzle. Another was how best to nurture cricketers with the relevant skills to win in foreign climes. This required altogether more radical action. ‘The big solution would be county cricket played on much flatter pitches, with more spin bowling and more fast bowling,’ Smith told me in June 2020. ‘Then you produce cricketers that naturally bowl 90mph and rip it. I don’t see that coming soon.’

There were some successes. During the winters of 2018–19 and 2020–21, England’s results overseas did improve. They won 3–0 in Sri Lanka deploying what for England was a radical bowling attack containing three spinners, 3–1 in South Africa and 2–0 in Sri Lanka again. When they then took the first Test of a series in India in Chennai, they had won six straight matches away from home, the best sequence in their history. Admittedly the last three games were largely determined by huge hundreds from one player, Joe Root.

India responded with a string of underprepared surfaces which brought their spinners more into the game and England were then soundly beaten three times, totalling no more than 205 in any of their six innings.V When England were then put away 4–0 in Australia in 2021–22 in a series lasting only 20 days, Root reprised the concerns already articulated by Strauss and Smith, bemoaning the lack of relevant experience provided by the English domestic game. ‘Look at some of the young batters – when have they had the opportunity to go out with 450 to 500 on the board and deal with scoreboard pressure? The only time they’re exposed to it is in this environment. When have they had to go out to save a Test match against a turning ball in spinning conditions? They’ve never been exposed to it. Yet we’re expected to go to the subcontinent and win games against the best spinners in the world, to come here [Australia] and deal with pace and bounce when we might face one guy who bowls over 90mph a season.’

Putting together a coherent plan to address these problems was made harder by the inevitable turnover in management personnel. Strauss stepping down as full-time director of cricket in 2018 was one thing, changes to the coaching structure in 2019 and 2022 were others. From spring 2021 there was also the temporary discontinuation of the role of national selector. However, Strauss returned as director in an interim capacity in February 2022 and, in explaining the omissions of Broad and Anderson from the West Indies tour, he reaffirmed that a bespoke selection policy remained in place: ‘When you are looking at selecting teams you need to make a distinction between England teams at home and away. They are different things.’VI

For all that, touring has always had – and still retains – an aura of romance and adventure for players and public alike. For those at home following events via newspapers, TV or radio or social media, an England win overseas can brighten a dark and cold winter’s night or morning – all the more for its rarity value. And of course the camera shots of turquoise seas and blood-orange sunsets only serve to give these expeditions an exotic dimension regardless of the result.

Geoffrey Howard, tour manager on Len Hutton’s tour of Australia in 1954–55, was deeply conscious of the impact the team’s misfortunes in the first Test would have when news reached home of wicketkeeper Godfrey Evans being too ill to play, Denis Compton injuring himself in the field and being unable to bat, and England being heavily outplayed. In a letter to his family, he wrote: ‘Why do these things have to happen to touring cricket teams? You will all be so horribly fed up and disappointed – I could weep for you all – all of England.’ Miles Kington, writing in Punch in the 1980s, defined spring as the time when, ‘somewhere very hot and very far away, England will be batting to avoid an innings defeat in the final Test’.

For those at home, how and when they learned the latest news from these faraway places depended on the time difference and their willingness to stay up late, or rise early. Many in the UK would not have gone to sleep the night England won by 3 runs in Melbourne in the Boxing Day Test of 1982, or the night they completed a huge win over Australia in Sydney in 2011. Many fewer might have listened as New Zealand’s last man Danny Morrison hung on for almost three hours to deny England in Auckland in 1997, a game that finished at 4 a.m. UK time. Waking early on 5 December 2006 would have been particularly traumatic as news filtered through of England’s shock defeat at the hands of Shane Warne in a match they dominated for much of the early stages. At least cricket in the Caribbean takes place at a time of day in England when it is acceptable to have a stiff drink at hand. This was probably very necessary when Mike Atherton’s team collapsed to 40 for eight in Trinidad in 1994 (at around 9.30 p.m. GMT), or Strauss’s side were routed for 51 in Jamaica in 2009 (at about 7.30 p.m. GMT).



A fundamental aspect of any major cricket tour is its susceptibility to being destabilised. Sending away a relatively small group of players – a typical tour party might be made up of 16 men – does not allow much margin for error, and because they go on so long, in profoundly disadvantageous conditions, tours are inherently fragile enterprises. Things are liable to occur that jeopardise the mission: a couple of injuries, a couple more players out of form, and quite quickly the situation becomes critical in a way it would not be were England at home, where more resources are readily at hand. Yes, additional players can be flown out, but they would be relatively unprepared and not acclimatised. Any newcomer must play catch-up. Noting how England’s strength was eroded by injuries when they were beaten in Australia in 1936–37 despite taking a 2–0 lead, Neville Cardus calculated that to compensate for the likely physical deterioration, ‘to win a rubber in Australia, an England team needs a technical superiority of say 30 per cent.’

Cricket tours can, of course, be highly successful, but one of the reasons why they more often spiral into failure, and sometimes chaos, is because of this inherent fragility. It is also why tours are often so dramatic, and take on a soap-opera quality. If there is a narrative thread to this story, this is it.

Not only cricketing issues complicate things. Real life also has a habit of intruding. A wife or child back home might become unwell or be struggling to cope; parents have died, leading to emergency dashes home (the player generally rejoining the tour later). For reasons such as these, and others besides, a touring cricketer himself is in an emotionally vulnerable state when away from home and deprived of the usual support of family and friends. He might suffer homesickness, drink more than usual or stay out later than is wise.

There have been countless scrapes – adventures and misadventures, some trivial, others serious. A captain has appeared in court in South Africa, and a wicketkeeper once jailed in New Zealand. One England cricketer of the 1920s, a former Test captain, ended up in a coroner’s court in Melbourne during a Test match following a late-night car crash in which the driver was killed. Ken Barrington, the team’s assistant manager and in his day one of England’s bravest and most successful touring batsmen, died of a heart attack aged 50 on the second evening of a Test in Barbados in 1981. As a player, Barrington suffered acutely from nervous tension and was forced into retirement after suffering a heart attack while playing in a double-wicket tournament in Melbourne; he approached his managerial responsibilities with the same intensity. The Barbados Test resumed after a minute’s silence, during which several England players were visibly distraught; Robin Jackman bowled the first ball of the day with tears in his eyes. England lost.

There have been times when the places England have visited have not been the most stable politically. Disorder at grounds is much less common than it once was, though still not unknown. In the days before some territories achieved political independence from Britain – and all England’s opponents were colonies at one time or another – the relationship with the Mother Country was sometimes riven with tension, and it could take only a small incident in the ground for trouble to explode. Extraordinarily, England once played a Test match in British Guiana only two months after a British-orchestrated military coup; that there was a riot at the match should have surprised no one. There have been several instances of pitch invasions and missiles being thrown at English players at grounds around Australia; sometimes, serious trouble has only narrowly been avoided. On England’s first day in India in 1984, Prime Minister Indira Gandhi was assassinated, throwing the country into tumult and forcing the team to decamp to Sri Lanka until things calmed down.

On that occasion, as so often, the tour went on. Precisely because it is so often held up as a symbol of good relations between the respective countries, an England tour is not lightly abandoned or cancelled. When the ECB pulled the plug on a short visit to Pakistan for two T20s in 2021, for what would have been their first games there since 2005 and as repayment for Pakistan touring England during the early months of the pandemic, it caused an outcry and swiftly led to the departure of Ian Watmore as board chairman.

A touring party is therefore a fragile piece of machinery, and every care needs to be taken to make sure it can withstand any stresses that come its way. One reason why England tours of Australia are so tough is because their hosts are well aware of this potential area of weakness, and the Australian team, the local press and the local population will take every opportunity to throw their guests off balance. ‘Playing in Australia, everyone’s just looking, [asking] where can we break this team apart?’ said Matt Prior, who toured there twice with England in the 2010s.

Alex Bannister, Daily Mail cricket correspondent, writing in the 1950s, said that every England tour of Australia between 1924–25 and 1950–51 had seen claims of bad behaviour directed at England players: it went with the territory of touring there. In 2006–07, on the morning of the team’s arrival, the local drugs-testers turned up at the England team’s hotel in Sydney, banged on the doors of the players and woke them from their beds. The next day, there were photographers camped outside the restaurant where six of the players were having lunch. ‘I’d been there four years previously, so I knew what Australia was like,’ Steve Harmison recalled. ‘I had first-hand experience – and it was telling me we’ve got three more months of this.’ The allegation that Jonny Bairstow ‘head-butted’ an Australian player, Cameron Bancroft, in a Perth bar in the early days of a tour was a classic instance of a ‘get-up’ designed to destabilise a tour; the story, propagated by local media and the Australian team themselves, did not emerge until the first Test was underway more than three weeks later – at the point of maximum embarrassment for the England team.

Players chosen for a tour must not only have cricketing skills but also be good team men. They will be living together in alien environments for weeks on end, under acute pressure to perform on the pitch. If they are to individually and collectively achieve their goals, they must be conditioned to help one another. ‘Cricket is a unique sport in how much time you spend together travelling the country and abroad,’ Ben Stokes, England’s latest Test captain, said. ‘You have to be tight as a group on the field but also off it.’ Brendon McCullum, appointed England’s Test coach to work alongside Stokes, reinforced this idea by stripping back the size of the support staff.

A touring team is most analogous to a small military unit. Everyone is required to live a highly regimented lifestyle. They wear uniforms on the pitch – whites for day-time Tests, coloured clothing for white-ball games – as well as suits or blazers (or ‘number ones’) when attending the official functions that were once a regular feature of tours (although in recent years they have largely disappeared). A tour runs by the diary and the clock, with no leeway afforded latecomers, as Graeme Swann found to his cost when he missed the bus to the ground on his first England tour; he was not chosen again for eight years. Another young player, finding himself one morning after a night on the tiles in a part of rural Australia devoid of taxis and telephones, had in his desperation not to miss the coach to resort to bicycling frantically after it, much to the hilarity of teammates looking out of the back window.

Ahead of travel days, bags must be packed at an appointed time. Transport leaves for matches, training sessions and airports at specified times. Pecking orders are drawn up for who gets first use of nets. No wonder many of the early tour managers – and sometimes captains and vice-captains – were former military officers, chosen for their familiarity with organisation and discipline.

Geoffrey Howard managed England Test tours of India and Australia in the 1950s having served in the war, and considered a six-month cricket tour as very like six months of soldiering. ‘You have these short periods of action and, just like in war, people have to deal with all the time in between. Some go and have a few beers, others fall to philosophising.’ Old touring cricketers will be among the most punctual people you will meet.

There is a rigid command structure. Today, power resides in the head coach rather than a manager, and beneath him the captain, although in reality their spheres of influence are slightly different: a head coach will be responsible for things off the field, the captain for those that take place on the pitch. But in matters of broad policy such as discipline, a director of England cricket, who might not necessarily be on the tour at all times, would be the final arbiter. Underneath the captain come his vice-captain and senior players, experienced tourists whose views will be sought on issues on or off the pitch. A touring team will only be successful if people stick together, and some captains and coaches have happily encouraged their players to view the outside world as an enemy, in the belief that a siege mentality can be a good thing. It can equally be damaging on a long, tiring tour on which things are not going well.

However it comes about, a sense of loyalty to one another and the team must come before self and everything outside the team ‘bubble’. Creating this environment is one of a captain’s primary functions. ‘You cannot consider yourself a seasoned captain until you have done a winter abroad,’ wrote Michael Vaughan, one of England’s most successful captains. ‘It is so much easier when you are playing at home because you can jump in your car and get away from everyone, whereas on tour there is an enormous caravan moving around and you have to keep people happy.’VII Doug Insole, who led Essex in the 1950s and was Peter May’s deputy on a tour of South Africa, said a captain needs to be ‘a public relations officer, agricultural consultant, psychiatrist, accountant, nursemaid and diplomat’, as well as a player, selector and tactician.

Since the earliest days of touring, players’ contracts have contained clauses about good behaviour, with the scope for fines to be imposed or good conduct bonuses withheld in the case of egregious breaches. More recently, England teams under Joe Root and Eoin Morgan, respectively Test and white-ball captain, devised their own code of conduct under which unity and respect for teammates were central themes and a sense of belonging to the team was regarded as more important than appeals to a shared nationality (a number of the players, including Morgan, were either born overseas or came from families with overseas origins). All this could make for an artificial and claustrophobic existence, but the intention was to condition the players to work with collective purpose. Woe betide anyone with a reputation as a bad tourist.

Of course, there have been instances of managements becoming too regimented in their approach, as happened with Andy Flower towards the end of his time as head coach. Flower was born and raised in southern Africa, and played for Zimbabwe for 11 years before settling in England where his coaching career reached fruition, and he later admitted that his background coloured the way he handled his players. ‘My past certainly influenced me as a coach,’ he said. ‘Growing up in a colonial hierarchy system, you do what you’re told, there’s not much quarter given and that’s not necessarily the healthiest way to operate… I look back at some of the decisions I made [as England coach] with regret. If I had my time again I’d definitely try to work with the person as much as I’d work with the player and understand the place he was coming from.’ Flower’s family life also suffered, and ultimately the job cost him his marriage. ‘At the height of our touring, I was away from home for 250 nights a year and perhaps didn’t give my family – not perhaps, certainly – the priority that I should have.’

But a more disciplinarian style is perhaps better than the alternative. When a laissez-faire attitude takes hold, players are granted too much freedom and order breaks down, as appeared to happen on a number of tours in the early 1980s, when several high-profile players admitted to using recreational drugs. Such cases are relatively rare; perhaps the sheer ubiquity of touring life trains most cricketers to conform. (International rugby tours, for example, are less common but arguably have a more checkered history.)

Over the years, various means of developing esprit de corps have been employed, some more successful than others. For many years, an England team was expected to leave together at the start of a tour and return home as one group at the end, thereby giving a sense of shape and purpose to the overall mission. This principle could be followed to an insensitive degree. Ahead of a tour of Australia in the 1960s, Ken Barrington – the same man who would later die on tour in the West Indies – went to Lord’s to ask if he could fly out a few days later than the rest of the team because his father-in-law was seriously ill. The request was denied and no sooner had the team landed in Perth than Barrington received a telegram telling him his father-in-law was dead.

For many years, players on tour were made to share rooms, with younger or newer members usually billeted with seniors to help them assimilate. If a player was injured and could take no further part in a tour, he would be removed immediately to preserve the unity among those who remained. This notion of togetherness was further enforced by rules preventing outsiders – specifically families – from accompanying the tour except for short, strictly defined periods. When wives and children joined the players for Christmas in Australia in 1974–75, John Woodcock wrote: ‘Lord Hawke [a former Yorkshire and England captain famed for his autocratic nature] might have taken the same view as I do about having families on tour. It is no more the place for them than a trench on the Somme. Cricket tours are for men.’ When in the 1990s Darren Gough protested to Tim Lamb, chief executive of the Test and County Cricket Board (the precursor to the ECB), about a blanket ban on partners during a winter in Zimbabwe and New Zealand spanning more than 100 days away, Lamb replied: ‘What would you do if you were in the army?’

Players who asked to be sent home early would get short shrift. Towards the end of the 1974–75 tour, which lasted 147 days, Brian Luckhurst put in just such a request once it became clear he was not going to feature in the Tests in New Zealand, but it was refused. He was chosen for the two ODIs that followed the Tests, scoring 0 and 1, and never played for England again.VIII Modern England tours are more welcoming towards families and in any case see Test and one-day specialists come and go at different times, so they are by nature less cohesive, more fluid entities, but there remains a sense that a player who leaves a tour early – or asks to leave early, as Luckhurst did – is committing an act of betrayal, however compelling the reason.

It was once the game started to become more professionalised that what had been quite a common habit of players making themselves unavailable for less glamorous tours became increasingly frowned upon. When Mike Brearley, a man with a distinguished captaincy record, said in 1980 at the age of 38 that he no longer wanted to tour but remained available for home Tests, the selectors initially refused to pick him for any matches (although later, in extremis, they recalled him as captain midway through a home series against Australia). Subsequent to that, several leading England players – Ian Botham, Graham Gooch and David Gower among them – took winters off without facing sanctions, but their decisions were not viewed with favour. Even when it was agreed with the board that Andrew Strauss, as captain, should miss a short tour of Bangladesh in 2010 to conserve his energies for an Ashes and World Cup coming up the following winter, it sparked the ire of several former captains who had never enjoyed such privileges themselves.

Powerful bonds form on tour between players who effectively become each other’s surrogate families. They spend more time with each other than they do with their wives, girlfriends and children and become accustomed to leaning on one another for support at times of greatest pressure. Spirits within a touring party can fluctuate wildly from one week to the next, depending on how the team is faring on the field and how individuals are coping on a personal level. It is everyone’s job to keep things on an even keel. Inevitably, they occasionally need to let off steam. The saying ‘What goes on tour, stays on tour’ reflects both a desire to keep indiscretions secret and the need to maintain unity. Touring not only demands compliance, but at times also demands silence.


	I. Before 2022–23, there had been only one winter in which England teams fulfilled as many as four separate tours: in 2009–10 they competed in a Champions Trophy in South Africa and a World T20 in West Indies, as well as making bilateral tours of South Africa and Bangladesh.

	II. The number of T20s played by England in a calendar year overtook ODIs for the first time in 2020, and remained ahead in 2021 and 2022.

	III. Before 1 May 1979, England’s record away from home was: played 282, won 99, lost 89, drawn 94. Between 1 May 1979 and 1 January 2023, they played 236, won 58, lost 101, drew 77. During this second period, Australia and South Africa were narrowly in credit in terms of wins and losses away from home, but every other major Test team was in deficit by at least 20 – counting the United Arab Emirates, which Pakistan used as a temporary home for 35 Tests between 2002 and 2018, not towards Pakistan’s record, but as an away venue for their opponents.

	IV. The difference is even more marked in overseas ODIs: batsmen average 27.2 and bowlers 33.2 (a deficit of 6.0). At home, the figures are respectively 32.4 and 31.7 (a credit of +0.7).

	V. England’s two-day loss under lights in Ahmedabad, where they were dismissed for 112 and 81, was their swiftest loss in any overseas Test.

	VI. Anderson’s absence was more contentious than Broad’s: he made significant contributions to three of England’s ten overseas wins between 2018 and 2021 (in Cape Town, Galle and Chennai), whereas Broad took a total of only 13 wickets in the six victories he was involved in.

	VII. Arthur Gilligan, who led a team in Australia in the 1920s and was a member of the British Fascists, a minor anti-communist organisation, went further than most on this point when he wrote in an article for The Bulletin, a publication of the British Fascists: ‘On cricket tours, it is essential to work solely on the lines of fascism.’ England lost the series 4–1.

	VIII. Some did find ways to get home from tours early. Somerset batsman Herbie Hewett was supposedly called home on important business from South Africa in the 1890s, but the tour had been caught up in the chaos caused by the Jameson Raid, the playing schedule was suspended for nine days, and when the team crossed the Transvaal frontier they were searched by armed commandos. There was alarm when Hewett’s cylindrical toothbrush was briefly suspected of being a revolver. He never toured again and never played Test cricket. In the 1950s, Dusty Rhodes, the Derbyshire bowler, decided within a few weeks of arriving that he had seen enough of India; he complained of a rumbling appendix and was flown home. He too never played Test cricket, though he did umpire in it – in England.






CHAPTER 2 Staying Sane Another bloody tour

One thing needs to be understood: the way someone deals with touring is not a fixed thing. His attitude to the travel, the endless hotels, the chameleon-like cricket and the different chemistry between one group of players and another, shifts as the winters pass. Some might tour only once or twice, but those who have lengthier international careers must come to terms with this strange, itinerant life if they are to survive.

Broadly speaking, a player’s enthusiasm for touring is inversely proportional to how many tours he has done. The more he does of it, generally the less it appeals. Even if there are technical challenges on the pitch, most players love their early tours. ‘Can you believe it?’ they say. ‘We’re being paid to play cricket in these exotic places. The sights are amazing. The stadiums are amazing. The sun shines. What’s not to like?’ Briefly, it seems like the best thing you’ll ever do. But the more tours a player does, the more his senses dull, the more likely he is to chafe at the regimentation, the more likely he is to be weighed down by the accumulated memories of games lost and humiliations endured in the places to which he is returning. Self-preservation kicks in. The longer he tours, the older he gets, the more likely he is to be leaving at home a young family. Personal priorities mutate while the pressure to perform, and to justify a place in the side, grows.

Such an analysis may jar with onlookers. To the outsider, England cricket tours possess an aura, an indisputable glamour. Whatever is happening on the pitch, the life itself appears wonderful. TV pictures, radio commentary and newspaper columns or photographs convey an idyllic existence: golden sunshine and golden sunsets, swimming pools and sightseeing, cricket grounds with picture-postcard backdrops. ‘How profoundly lucky are these guys?’ they think. ‘They are being paid very good money to travel the world in style, playing a sport they love.’ And it is true: selection for a major England Test tour remains the fulfilment of many a dream. And yes, there will be wine-tasting trips to the Barossa Valley, safari drives in South Africa, and white-water rafting or fishing expeditions in New Zealand. They will be given access to some of the best golf courses in the world – many times. One England cricketer, Derek Pringle, admitted that on his first full England tour to Australia, as a young unmarried man, his cricket went backwards but he advanced his sexual experience ‘exponentially’. Yes, there is fun to be had, for sure.

The idea that a touring cricketer’s life is tough will be sniffed at by many. But touring has changed: in the old days, the rhythm of a tour was more sedate and there was time for days of leisure, and the scope for adventure, and appetite for it, were much greater. There were simple pleasures in touring too; often, food in places such as Australia and South Africa was far better and more plentiful than in Britain. But now an England tour is more streamlined, more functional. With three formats of international cricket to be packed in, downtime has been stripped to a minimum. The sunsets may be great, but the best chance a cricketer has of seeing one may be from the playing arena during a floodlit match, or from a coach window on the way back to the hotel.

Nor were the stories of old always quite what they seemed: tour books by Neville Cardus and Alan Ross are still cherished today for the quality of their prose, but neither man committed themselves to daily reporting from the frontline. They came and went on a tour as they saw fit. Their version of touring was neither that of the players nor of most other reporters, and in the end both exhausted the patience of their newspaper offices with their dilettantism. Cardus even declined the Manchester Guardian’s suggestion that he cover the Ashes tour of 1932–33, not wanting to be away from his mistress for six months.

However gilded the life, the cricketers themselves are never free from the tyranny of the ‘numbers’. They know their tour will be judged by how many runs they score and wickets they take. And now, more than ever, what happens on the pitch is important. Vast sums of broadcast revenue depend on the England teams, and therefore the players, being successful. Performance is ultimately what cricketers get judged on, and this brings a pressure that means that the gilded days off, such as they are, are never quite as free and easy as they appear. That said, Ben Stokes and Brendon McCullum, as the new captain and coach of the Test team in 2022, seemed refreshingly intent on bringing back the enjoyment element to representing England – and it brought with it a significant uptick in results.

It is probably no coincidence that the weariness, even cynicism, with the touring cycle started to manifest itself in the post-war period when England began touring almost every winter. Tony Lock, who went on five Test tours of the 1950s and 1960s, once said: ‘We all get homesick sooner or later; we get hangovers; we get on each other’s nerves; we develop private grievances.’ Bob Willis spent 11 winters out of 14 away with England between 1970 and 1984, and admitted during the last of them ‘how lonely touring life can become’. Graeme Fowler, who opened the batting for England in the 1980s and later suffered from mental health issues, admitted in his diary to misgivings as the team assembled in London ahead of a four-month tour of India and Australia. ‘It is a long time away from home, and I’m not really looking forward to it,’ he wrote. ‘I’d like to spend the winter at home with Stephanie [his wife]. This is my third tour, so I’m feeling a bit blasé about it. The first one is a novelty; the second, you know the ropes; and the third is “another bloody tour”.’

One month into the trip, he noted his emotional fragility: ‘On tour everything is heightened, and if you build up your hopes and then the outcome is not favourable it can often leave you depressed and distraught.’ And, a week after that: ‘I try to keep my feelings repressed, which is the way to cope through tours anyway. I never allow myself to look forward to anything, because that means you can never be disappointed… Eat, sleep, drink, watch and play, and no more. It’s a strange existence, strange to have to catch your emotions, bottle them and throw away the bottle, but it helps you to cope… When I was a kid I would never have thought that an England cricketer could cry for any reason. This one can.’

During the second Test match, Fowler noted how moods differed from player to player. Paul Allott had picked up an injury that meant his tour was over and he was about to be sent home, Fowler himself was unwell, while Tim Robinson had just scored a century in the Test. ‘Touring is a peculiar life,’ he wrote. ‘One of us is totally depressed. One is ill. One is totally elated. And a few [others] bored rigid. [It’s] such a funny way to live.’

Phil Edmonds was a member of the same tour, having spent two earlier winters on England duty, and shared similar views about the Three Tour Rule. ‘You talk to some of the experienced pros, they will tell you that the third tour is the dangerous one. The first tour is new and exciting, and you are learning… The second is new to the extent that it is a different place, but by the end of it, you are beginning to wonder. And by the third, about halfway through, you think – shit! What am I doing here in this place for four months when I could be home with the wife and kids?’ Simon Barnes, Edmonds’ biographer, who covered several England tours for The Times rightly observed that the exaggerated chumminess among players was a symptom of homesickness, and a coping mechanism.

Mike Atherton experienced ten winters touring with the full England sides between 1990 and 2001 before accompanying many more tours as a broadcaster and journalist. In January 2020, in an article marking England’s 500th Test match overseas, he wrote of the importance of not allowing cricket to consume your every moment: ‘International cricket, above all, is a mental challenge, exacerbated on tour by the lack of home time: it is a long, arduous game that gives you a lot of opportunity to think about what could go wrong. You need – or at least I needed – time away; I needed things to occupy my mind so that I didn’t think about cricket 24 hours a day. Maintaining some kind of balance helped me to sustain an international career over a lengthy period of time.’

Andrew Strauss toured with England sides for nine straight winters between 2003 and 2012 and, speaking to me for this book, conceded he found it only got harder.


The first few tours you go on, there’s something incredibly alluring about visiting new countries, staying in great hotels and being treated as VIPs. You feel like you’re doing something important. There’s the challenge of playing in other parts of the world. Early days, it is an incredible thing to go on an England tour. But that does wear off. The more you are involved, the more you go from tour to tour. Even just walking out the door to get on that plane in the first place is an incredibly tough mental hurdle. I used to find myself getting really irritable in the days up to a tour, and for my wife Ruth and the kids there was that separation thing that took place every time you left. You don’t exactly start off on the best foot, and then it [often] goes downhill from there.



For Steve Harmison touring was difficult from the outset. He had a traumatic experience as an England Under-19 cricketer when he was sent on a tour of Pakistan; he had barely been abroad in his life and was thrust into a place and culture he didn’t know existed, and struggled to comprehend. Unable to cope in the middle of the night, he knocked on the door of the team captain Andrew Flintoff – with whom he would later share many full England tours – and begged to be sent home. Nine days into the tour, he left. Whether he would have been permitted the same licence on a Test tour is debatable. Subsequently, as a young father, Harmison found time away almost intolerable but nonetheless toured with England for seven straight winters, even though his returns tended to decline year on year. After some notable early successes in Sydney and Dhaka in 2003, and Jamaica and Trinidad in 2004, he took only one four-wicket haul in his last 23 overseas Tests before being dropped in the Caribbean in 2009 after the West Indies’ last-wicket pair held out for a draw in Antigua.

‘The only thing that kept me going [on tour] – that kept me from anxiety and depression – was playing cricket,’ he told me.


If I got sick or injured, I’d feel I would have to come home. Ask Strauss [Harmison’s captain in the West Indies in 2009]. The minute I was left out I became a nightmare. I became a nightmare to myself, and a nightmare and a liability to my teammates. I knew I was going to self-destruct. Playing helped occupy my mind and got me through. The minute playing was taken away I became a difficult person. I just flipped and had a rant at Strauss. I didn’t really feel as though our relationship recovered from that. It can get to you. It’s something I did regret, but that unfortunately comes with touring.



In Bangladesh in 2003, even taking wickets in the first Test in Dhaka was not enough to keep Harmison happy; he was according to one teammate ‘utterly miserable throughout… complaining about the heat, the humidity, everything’, and went home before the second Test with a back strain.

Harmison admitted he found the subcontinent particularly difficult, as wandering through the streets in cricket-mad countries was simply not practical. ‘Rarely did you leave the hotel,’ he said.


The hotels were often magnificent, but it became difficult on the mental side. You spend 14 hours a day in a place in which you wish you weren’t. I’d got three young kids at home. I tried to find things to help me sleep, alcohol and things like that. The mental anxiety and underlying darkness just mounted up. You become isolated [from other members of the team] when you’re not playing. I was diagnosed with a type of clinical depression in 2000, but if I’d said [publicly] I had a mental problem that probably would have cost me my career.

There are always anxieties with professional sport, but I was a young dad – my second child was born during my first Test tour and I didn’t see her for three months – so my priorities on tour were a bit different [from those of other players]. Things at home were a worry. The minute you get back to the hotel, your mind starts to wander to what the kids are doing. When time drags, it becomes a mental challenge. That for me was what touring life was.



He added: ‘I don’t think anybody could say everything about touring life has been fantastic, that they have not sometimes found it hard.’

As another father of young children, Ashley Giles, an England player between 1997 and 2006, endured similar problems. His toughest winter was his fourth one away in Bangladesh, Sri Lanka and the West Indies in 2003–04, the only time England have fulfilled three Test series in the same winter.I He played with mixed results in eight of the nine Tests, missing only the last in Antigua through illness. Like Strauss a former director of England cricket as well as a former Test player, Giles agreed to be interviewed for this book. ‘Turn on your telly at home, and you see the team walking out on the field in, say, Cape Town and it looks great,’ he said.


What a life that is. But the viewer just sees the six or seven hours the players are on the pitch. You don’t see the bits in between that can be dark and lonely, particularly if you’re having struggles with your game or with the family. It can be tough. You almost have to operate as a split personality to keep sane. You can be this father and husband – I had two young children when I was touring – but as soon you enter the touring environment you become driven, selfish, focused. Your meals are made for you, your bed is made, your clothes washed. You’re in this bubble that is in some parts of the world revered.

I’ve been in bad places a couple of times. I remember being in a hotel room in Bangladesh thinking, I just don’t want to be doing this. I was really struggling with my game. It took my wife to talk me down. They are the dark moments when the lights go out and your mates are somewhere else. I went on to Sri Lanka and did all right, but the underlying thing, the mental side of it [was still problematic]. I was never diagnosed but must have been suffering from something. In the West Indies, it was a great tour, but I came away feeling shit. That’s just not normal.



Alastair Cook retired from the international arena in 2018 having played more Tests and scored more Test runs for England overseas than any other player, yet he never appeared to have serious issues with being away. In only two out of 13 winters did he fail to score a Test hundred, one of which was as captain in Australia when the team lost 5–0. He did accept however that touring in all its aspects was a test of mental fortitude.


In the subcontinent, it is about dealing with the heat, the constant probing of quality spinners and avoiding the cabin fever which comes when you spend most of your time at the hotel, ground or airport.

In Australia, it is an acceptance that the challenge will be relentless – on and off the pitch. The media and fans will be at you from the moment you land and won’t let up until you fly home or have beaten their own side. The relentlessness on the pitch derives from the fact that whereas in England you can lose six wickets in a session and hope that your bowlers can claw your way back into it, that seldom applies Down Under… In Australia, if you are not at it for the duration, the game slips away slowly but inexorably. Against the backdrop of an oppressive heat and home crowd, it then starts to feel like a very long tour.



The psychologically corrosive effects of life on the road were articulated well in The Test, a novel by Nathan Leamon, who accompanied the England team on many tours in the years following his recruitment as analyst in 2009. Leamon’s job was to interpret every aspect of performance in numbers – ‘Numbers’ became his nickname – but he was clearly also fascinated by, and conscious of, the harder-to-quantify elements in a cricketer’s existence. The book actually began life as a coaching manual, but he turned it into a novel as, he admitted, ‘I wanted to put the reader into the England dressing-room without me breaching confidences.’

The protagonist was James McCall, who reflected on his long international career thus:


I am coming towards the end of my twenty-fifth consecutive summer. I haven’t spent a winter in England since I was 20. Just summers at home and summers away, for nearly 13 years… Touring brings a weariness that permeates your bones and stays there, as you trudge down an endless trail of airports, hotels and training grounds, year after year… The road becomes home. Home becomes a foreign town.



When Bob Woolmer, a former England cricketer, died in a hotel in Jamaica while coaching Pakistan at the 2007 World Cup, Peter Roebuck wrote, ‘To a greater and lesser degree all sportsmen die in hotels.’ Roebuck, himself a county cricketer of note with Somerset, never played or toured with a full England team, but subsequently spent many years reporting on international cricket before his own death occurred in 2011 at a hotel in Cape Town – in contentious circumstances – while reporting on a South Africa–Australia Test match. Roebuck’s words were poignant given his own fate, but they also touched on a fundamental truth about the nature of professional sporting existence – that it is both solitary and largely stripped bare of human warmth. Ultimately, cricket like all team sports is played at an individual level, and when on that personal level things go badly life can be intolerable and lonely – never more so than on tour.

Most cricketers have managed to cope with touring life, even if at times only with great difficulty, but for some it simply proves too much. There might have been an expectation that, however bad things felt, they would stick with the tour for the sake


































































	I. England were scheduled to play three Test series in the winter of 2019-20 but, after touring New Zealand and South Africa, the final leg in Sri Lanka was abandoned during the final warm-up match because of the coronavirus pandemic.

	II. After the opening warm-up match in Canberra, Trescothick told Steve Harmison that he had not seen the ball from Shaun Tait that dismissed him. ‘He meant he literally couldn’t see the ball, like his brain wouldn’t focus on it,’ Harmison recalled. ‘I knew then he wasn’t going to last.’

	III. Trescothick rarely played overseas again in any form of cricket, although after retiring as a player he joined the ECB’s coaching staff, initially as a consultant and later in a full-time capacity, and worked on several England tours. ‘It felt different because the stresses, strains and intensity of playing were not there,’ he said.

	IV. A few months after the Finn incident, one of England’s short-format specialists Michael Yardy withdrew from a World Cup on the subcontinent directly before a quarter-final tie against Sri Lanka, citing depression. ‘Leaving at this stage of the World Cup campaign was a very difficult decision,’ he said, ‘but I felt it was the only sensible option and I wanted to be honest about the reason behind that decision.’ Yardy had not been on many international tours, but it was telling that his breaking point came when he was away from home and deprived of what Dr Nick Peirce termed ‘normal support mechanisms’.
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