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Prologue: Bowling Change


History . . . is a nightmare from which I am trying to awake.

– James Joyce, Ulysses (1922)



4 June 1993.

The summer had been passing like a British sky – sun always mixed with cloud, never fully blue, but troubled by dark shadows. Politically the mood was febrile. In late April, teenager Stephen Lawrence had been stabbed to death on the streets of south London by a mob of racist thugs. Just two days later, an IRA bomb exploded in London’s Bishopsgate, killing a photographer and injuring 44 others. Incongruously – just two days after that – Chancellor Norman Lamont announced that Britain had finally escaped the recession by which it had been blighted for nearly three years. Despite the good news, Lamont was sacked by Prime Minister John Major a few weeks later. ‘His position was becoming untenable,’ Major explained. ‘I had no choice but to make a change.’

Pop culture was gripped by an air of dejection. Stuart Maconie had recently announced the arrival of ‘Britpop’, pushing the claim that rising British bands were an urgently needed antidote to the ruling zeitgeist of American grunge. It seemed, on the surface, to be a celebration of British optimism over grunge’s melancholy temper. ‘Enough is enough!’ he wrote in the April 1993 edition of Select magazine. ‘Yanks go home! And take your miserable grungewear and your self-obsessed slacker bands with you . . . We don’t want plaid. We want crimplene, glamour, wit, and irony. It’s time to bring on the Home Guard.’ But in the grumpy tone of Maconie’s attack, there was – unmistakably – an edge of distinctly grungy gloom.

Everywhere you looked, happy notes seemed to contain an undertone of something darker. A surprise number-one hit that spring had been ‘Young at Heart’ by the Bluebells, a song that hid its bleak subject matter – the bitter child of a divorcing couple – beneath a chorus of cheerful folky violins. In that first week of June 1993, ‘All that She Wants’ – Ace of Base’s prickly ode to female promiscuity – was sitting at the top of the singles charts for the third week in a row.

This, in short, was a discordant time. Any positive step seemed to hint at some kind of nasty downturn, just around the corner . . .

At Old Trafford, it was the second day of the first Ashes Test. England were going along nicely. After winning the toss – and bowling the Aussies out for a modest 289 – they were now 80 for 1. Expectations for the series had been low. In those early nineties days, they often were. England had just endured a disastrous tour of the subcontinent – losing all four Tests to India and Sri Lanka. They hadn’t won a single one of their last 12 Ashes Tests. ‘These are great tours,’ Aussie fast bowler Merv Hughes explained while on the plane to England. ‘No flights, you travel round the place in a bus together drinking free beer . . . Best of all, England are crap.’

But things in Manchester had started better than many had feared. Australia had collapsed, after at one point being 183 for 1. In reply, Gooch and Atherton had made a half-century opening stand before the latter was caught behind off Hughes. And now Mike Gatting was in alongside the captain, announcing his presence with a thumping cover drive off southpaw seamer Brendon Julian. Meanwhile, Gooch had muscled his way to a 50. England, it seemed, were set fair. Whispers were brewing of something remarkable: a handsome first-innings lead.

‘People ask me to predict the future,’ Ray Bradbury once said, ‘when all I want to do is prevent it . . .’

Needing something to happen, Allan Border turned to Shane Warne, just 23 years old and on his first tour of England. He’d attracted notice with bagfuls of recent wickets against the West Indies and New Zealand; but England knew little about him. ‘They knew who Warnie was,’ Julian would later recall. ‘They knew he was meant to be this really good leg spinner from Australia, but English players had normally played spin really well. They weren’t too worried about a leg spinner.’

Besides, Graeme Hick had taken him to pieces for Worcestershire a few weeks earlier. Warne’s figures in that tour match had been 1 for 122. Clearly, there was no reason for panic against such an undercooked youngster.

Warne – looking like a surfer teleported in from Byron Bay, hair a bright thatch of bleached yellow – gave the ball a few practice spins. From the non-striker’s end, Gooch was eyeballing him, watching his every move (‘trying to unsettle me’, Warne later claimed). Above the cricketing action, the Manchester sky was a wall of grey, the shade of wet cement. More the weather for seam bowling, really. But the pitch, in fact, was taking spin; off-spinner Peter Such, on his Test debut, had taken six Aussie wickets in the first innings. There should be something there for Warne – if he could beat the nerves, if he could get it right.

One, two, three, four paces – more of a walk up than a run up – and the ball left his hand with a violent rip, looping towards Gatting, famed as England’s finest player of spin.

There is a theory, in philosophy, of no-futurism. Only the present and the past are real, so it claims; there is no such thing as the future. ‘Such a theory as this,’ wrote philosopher C. D. Broad, ‘accepts the reality of the present and the past, but holds that the future is simply nothing at all.’ At this precise moment, the only observable reality was the reality of the ball from Warne, buzzing through the early summer air. Gatting was still in – on four not out, and looking in good form. England were on top. The first Test was going well. Nothing – no devastating atom bomb of cricketing history – had happened; at least not yet. The future had not yet become real.

As the ball travelled, it drifted to leg dramatically – a sign, to those in the know, that it was in the process of spinning viciously as it moved through the air. But it looked, at this point, as if it was veering way off target – a poor first ball, the wayward effort of an anxious novice. Keeper Ian Healy was even shuffling towards the leg side, preparing to collect it somewhere behind Gatting’s backside, as the ball drifted further and further and further and then dropped, hitting the pitch well outside leg stump before turning at a brutal, impossible angle . . .

This is the story of cricket’s most famous ball. It is the story of the nineties, either side of that fateful day. It is the story of the rise of a legend, how he came to rule the cricketing world as an icon without parallel, transcending a sport that his genius would transform forever. As the final decade of the twentieth century began, the Ball of the Century lurked somewhere in the mists of the future, waiting like an iceberg – a destiny that English cricket was inexorably moving towards, and into which it would catastrophically collide. To what extent is it really true, that a single moment can change history? For many, the Ball of the Century is not just a great delivery, or a dramatic event. It is a turning point in the story of cricket – even, in some ways, a milestone in late twentieth-century culture.

English cricket, in particular, would take a very long time to recover. And in order to tell the full story of ‘The Ball’ – its origins, its legacy – we must go back to before the beginning. We start with the other crucial cog in the machine. We start with the victim.




Part One

Run Up




1

Rebel

Cricket in the nineties began with chaos and violence.

It was 19 January 1990 – and trouble was brewing at Jan Smuts International Airport in Johannesburg. A crowd of protesters awaited a flight from England containing 16 English cricketers: the seventh, and what turned out to be the last, of the South African ‘rebel tour’ parties.

There had already been ominous signs. Back at Heathrow, an anonymous caller claimed to have left a bomb on the plane. The flight was delayed for three hours. The hold-up increased the tension at Jan Smuts, but protesters continued to behave peacefully – waving placards, holding hands and dancing.

That did not stop a brutal police response. Tear gas was fired into the crowd. Attack dogs were deployed. Many suffered dog bites, as well as beatings with batons.

One of the protest leaders was Winnie Mandela – wife of the jailed anti-Apartheid icon, Nelson Mandela. She was seen wiping tears from her eyes before airing her views to a group of assembled journalists. ‘The tour had no right whatsoever to take place. The oppressed people of this country, and the African National Congress, are calling upon these rebel tourists to leave our country.’

Just as the touring party were arriving, they were being told to leave. It was an ugly start to an ugly few weeks.

At Heathrow the previous day, there had been a similarly hostile scene. The departing England XI squad had been greeted with signs saying things like don’t take blood money and racist rebel tour. As team captain, Mike Gatting was the target of particular vitriol. One sign implored gatting, stop batting for apartheid. Another claimed gatting isn’t stupid. he is a racist. ‘I knew that there was going to be a lot of pressure brought to bear on us,’ Gatting explained. ‘And obviously, my name as captain was going to come to the forefront. It’s something that I knew was going to happen, and it’s something I have to accept.’

It was to be a gruelling experience for the most combative cricketer of his generation.

‘Well, I haven’t seen enough to know how good a player he is,’ said former England captain Gubby Allen, after watching a 17-year-old Gatting survive a barrage from West Indies paceman Wayne Daniel. ‘But I’ll tell you something – he’s got a hell of a lot of courage.’ And from the start, courage was a keystone of his career. ‘Talk of Gatting the batsman,’ wrote novelist Colin Bateman, ‘always evokes adjectives such as pugnacious, bold, brave and belligerent . . . He marches to the wicket with the bulldog determination of one of his mentors, Ken Barrington; he refuses to be intimidated by the most hostile fast bowling.’ In a 1986 one-day match against the West Indies, he had his nose crushed by a Malcolm Marshall bouncer in an injury so sickening that Marshall himself almost vomited when he saw the damage. A chunk of bone was found embedded in the ball. The surgeon later worried that slivers of bone had been pushed into his brain.

‘It didn’t hurt very much,’ Gatting would reflect. Back in the dressing room – unaware that the delivery had also hit his stumps – he wanted to go back out and bat. ‘It was actually a good thing that it bled so profusely,’ he explained, ‘because it took the swelling down fairly quickly.’ Less than a month later, he was back playing for England.

But it was as a player of spin that Gatting was considered best. By turns brutal and delicate as the situation demanded, he was able to balance an aggressive approach with soft hands and a watchful eye. There was something almost dismissive in his confident philosophy against spin: ‘It’s really like a game of chess. With a spinner, you’ve got time to do things . . . You can play a spinner on length or go back in the crease or go right forward. It shouldn’t be that difficult, because the ball is coming down slower and really you should be in control of it.’

After a slow start to his England Test career, which began in 1978, he was unstoppable on England’s 1984 tour to India – making a hundred at Wankhede, and then a double hundred at Chennai. He finished the series with nearly 600 runs at an average of 95.8. Overall, half of his ten Test hundreds came against India and Pakistan – against some of the world’s finest spinners, in an era not generally known for spin.

And at his best, even the best succumbed. At the Oval in 1987, Pakistan’s Abdul Qadir – the decade’s greatest spin bowler – was in irresistible form. Much has been written about the aesthetic properties of cricket, but there was little to match the charm of Qadir in full flow. The whirlybird arms; the mane of hair caressing his shoulders; the balletic skip to the crease . . . Qadir was a magnificent spectacle, a cricketing Baryshnikov who mingled virtuoso sporting skill with the exquisite artistry of dance. Before his rise, leg spinners had been considered a more or less extinct species – and so Qadir appeared like an oasis in the spinless desert, bringing a dead art impossibly back to life.

In his armoury was a rich array of leg breaks, top spinners, flippers and googlies. Equally intimidating for the batsman, though, was his physical presence. He was a hive of energy at every moment – yelping at near misses, furiously appealing, staring batsmen down, aiming to apply maximum pressure. And in his demonstration of spin bowling as an imposition of mind – a battle of wills between bowler and batsman – he was the central inspiration for the generation of spinners to follow. A young blond-haired leggie, growing up in the Melbourne suburbs, was no exception. ‘He was the guy we looked up to,’ Warne would later say.

In that Oval Test match, England simply fell to pieces at Qadir’s hands. Martyn Moxon edged a botched cover drive to slip. Ian Botham misread the googly and had his off stump toppled. Bruce French top-edged an ugly hoik. In an eerie echo of a moment six years in the future, Tim Robinson looked on in disbelief as – would you believe it – a delivery pitched well outside leg stump before turning sharply and clipping his off bail. England looked clueless. The main resistance came from their captain Gatting, who top-scored with 61 before mistiming a drive straight to mid-on.

Qadir finished with seven wickets. England were almost 500 runs behind, and the humiliation of the follow-on was visited upon them. Defeat seemed inevitable.

But in the second innings, not even Qadir had any answer to Gatting – who batted for almost six hours in making 150 not out. Supported by an unusually patient innings from Botham, England lost just one wicket on the entire final day. An embarrassing loss morphed into a draw. ‘They just couldn’t get us out,’ Gatting marvelled. Qadir had taken three of the four English wickets to fall, but had been unable to find a way through the England skipper. Leg spin – even from its very finest purveyors – seemed to pose him few serious problems.

From early on in his career, Gatting had also been seen as a natural leader. As he shaped up to take over the Middlesex captaincy, his predecessor Mike Brearley emphasised that ‘He does have natural gifts for the job . . . He’s a straightforward person; he’s hardworking, he’s enthusiastic, he’s conscientious, he’s keen, he’s willing to practise, he thinks other people should practise, he’s willing to listen, he’s got ideas.’ It was no surprise when he was offered the England captaincy in the middle of 1986 – a grim summer that saw England lose to both India and New Zealand. Within months, he was being hailed as a hero, after leading his ill-fancied team to a famous Ashes victory on Australian soil.

Aside from that, it was an era of modest success for England. Gatting only won two of his twenty-three Test matches as captain. Ultimately, his captaincy is known less for doughty leadership at a tough time – and more for a range of ugly on- and off-field indiscretions.

His short temper, and penchant for plain speaking, were never more obvious than in the famed showdown with umpire Shakoor Rana on England’s 1987 tour of Pakistan – an incident that nearly led to the cancellation of the tour. England had already been unhappy with the quality of umpiring in the first Test, and the appointment of Rana for the second Test at Faisalabad did not bode well. He came with a troublesome reputation – for provocative behaviour, dodgy decisions and partiality towards the home side. Few, though, could have foreseen the drama that would unfold.

It was the second day, and Pakistan were batting. There had already been one altercation between Gatting and Rana that day. After rejecting an appeal for a catch, Rana thought he heard a complaint of some sort from one of the close fielders. He marched down the pitch to have words with the skipper. Gatting seemed, initially, to do a decent job of calming things down; ‘It’s all right, he said nothing,’ he explained, holding up a conciliatory hand. But he couldn’t resist a jibe as Rana wandered back to his position. ‘It’s all right, off you go,’ he called out. ‘One rule for one, one for another.’

It was in the last over of the day that tensions reached boiling point. It came from something trivial – Gatting had told David Capel to come in closer at square leg. But Capel – late to respond – was still moving into position as Eddie Hemmings began his run up. Gatting held up a hand, to stop Capel moving . . . But Rana called a halt to play, declaring a dead ball. Gatting, he claimed, was sneaking the field around without the batsman’s knowledge, breaching the laws of the game.

It was a doubtful call. Even the batsman, Salim Malik, took Gatting’s side. Besides, Rana was the square-leg umpire – from which position, at least in Gatting’s view, it was not his place to be calling a dead ball. But this did not justify the scene that followed.

‘You’re waving your hand. That’s cheating,’ Rana shouted at Gatting. ‘You are a fucking cheat,’ Gatting shouted back, as he shook an angry finger in Rana’s face. The umpire countered by called Gatting a ‘fucking cheating cunt’, and shaking his own angry finger. For a moment, the two of them were nose to nose, like some parody of rival boxers squaring off at a pre-match weigh-in, before Bill Athey pulled Gatting away. Handbags at dawn it may have been – but it was not a healthy advert for the gentleman’s game. Gatting was perfectly entitled to defend himself – and Rana’s professionalism was, to say the least, questionable – but such a hothead attitude, and fruity language, was not proper conduct for an England captain.

The following day, Rana refused to take the field until Gatting apologised for his behaviour. ‘I did nothing for which I need to apologise,’ maintained Gatting, who felt he should be the one receiving an apology. No cricket was played that day. The British ambassador, Sir Nicholas Barrington, was called in – and made it clear that there was danger of a serious diplomatic incident. Any cancellation of the tour, he warned, ‘would create a great deal of ill-will in Pakistan towards Britain, and could have damaging financial and legal consequences’. Tory MP Anthony Beaumont-Dark said the team must be brought home ‘before one of them gets murdered’. say sorry and you can play, ran the headline in the Evening Standard. In the end, Gatting’s hand was forced. ‘I apologise for the bad language used at the second Test at Faisalabad,’ ran his terse and non-committal note.

Years later, Gatting would express mixed feelings about the affair. An element of regret would sit alongside a belief that he had helped to fuel some positive change. ‘What we did was probably not the right thing,’ he would confess. ‘But at the same time, in the heat of the moment, it made a lot of headlines around the world and it might have helped instigate the neutral umpires that Mr Imran Khan was pushing for at the time.’

As for Rana, it was difficult to shake off a sense that he had rejoiced in all the drama. His responses – ‘How can I regret? It made me the most famous umpire’ – smacked of self-satisfaction, as well as a touch of childish bicep-flexing: ‘In Pakistan many men have been killed for the sort of insults he threw at me. He’s lucky I didn’t beat him.’

Gatting managed to survive that controversy, but not the next. The following summer, in June 1988, the Sun and Today newspapers both reported that, during the first Test against the West Indies at Trent Bridge, he had hosted a contraband visitor in his hotel room – more precisely a local barmaid, Louise Shipman. Gatting was not the only England player alleged to have been involved, but he was the only one to be named. Actual proof was thin on the ground – but after the recent publication of his spicy memoir, Leading from the Front (containing some barbed critiques of the Test and County Cricket Board, and banned from sale in all county grounds), his head was already close to a chopping block. He could not escape the axe. ‘The TCCB said that they believed my version of events,’ he later complained, ‘and then sacked me from the captaincy anyway.’

It was not a move that improved England’s fortunes. He was replaced by John Emburey as captain – the second in that most calamitous ‘summer of four captains’ – as England crumbled to a 4–0 defeat against the West Indies.

By the summer of 1989, at the age of 32 – when he should have been in his prime – Gatting’s career was in danger of faltering. He ended up playing just one Test in that year’s home Ashes series, scoring 0 and 22 at Lord’s as England limped to defeat. Trust in the management was at an all-time low; rarely had English cricket been so rudderless and chaotic. ‘They were horrible times,’ he would later explain. ‘The players were totally disenchanted with the people running the game.’ There were, in other words, some non-trivial reasons why Gatting might have been tempted by the prospect of a rebel tour.

Many, though, felt that something else was motivating Gatting’s decision – the big bright lights of flashing pound signs. He had, after all, been paid a handsome sum of £200,000 for the job. ‘How much are they paying you, Mr Gatting?’ shouted a protestor at a pre-tour press conference. ‘How much are they paying you to go to South Africa? What’s the blood money like in South Africa? You going to get a nice new car out of this, Mr Gatting?’ Unsurprisingly, Gatting’s own justifications for the tour steered clear of any focus on money. Instead, it was an artless naivety that characterised his comments – a naivety that would soon come back to haunt him. ‘I know Apartheid is a bad system, a very bad system,’ he said on the eve of the team’s departure. ‘But at the end of the day, lots of things go on in South Africa.’

After the hostile reception at Jan Smuts airport, the rebel England XI retreated to their five-star hotel, the Sandton Sun in Johannesburg. Footage exists of team members sunbathing by the pool, swimming, playing water polo and sipping cocktails while a live band plays ‘A Whiter Shade of Pale’ in the sunshine. There would be an ongoing unease around the pampered luxury of the tourists’ experience, and how well it sat with the poverty that was so obvious everywhere they went.

At one point, the hotel staff protested – leading a dance through the glitzy hotel interior, brandishing signs saying mike gatting you are as bad as apartheid and no service for rebel tours. The standoff led to a famous moment, in which Gatting’s leadership skills dovetailed with his legendary appetite. With staff refusing to serve food in the restaurant, the skipper was not to be deterred; he marched into the kitchen and proceeded to cook up steaks for himself, his team and other hotel guests.

The mastermind of the tour had been Ali Bacher, captain of South Africa in their final series before sporting isolation hit in 1970 – and a key figure in all the rebel tours that had visited his country over the previous decade. Bacher’s unconventional beliefs were based around a central paradox: that anti-Apartheid politics were, in fact, best served by a defiance of South Africa’s ostracisation from international sport. International cricket, he believed, very much should happen in South Africa. Not only that, it could – if properly harnessed – be a potent mechanism of racial integration and political change.

As head of the South African Cricket Union, Bacher sought to bring cricket into the townships. The rebel tourists, he felt, could become heroes to young black cricketers – healing wounds, bringing people together, and helping to forge a new cricketing culture as well as a more united and peaceful South Africa. ‘If there are no tours, there’s no money,’ Bacher explained. ‘This has been our problem from day one. You need international stimuli, you need contact, you need motivation for your players of all ages, of all population groups. You need new heroes.’

But as the tour went on, things travelled in a direction painfully far from Bacher’s dreams. The opening match had been strategically moved away from East London – known for its activism – to Kimberley, a conservative town where, it was hoped, there would be little trouble. But news of the location change was leaked, and a crowd of over 2,000 turned up to protest. The organisers asked to speak to Gatting face to face – and so out he came to a chorus of chants and songs. ‘You must know we do not respect your tour here,’ he was told. ‘So you better go home. We are suffering and we want you to go home. Right now.’ In reply, all Gatting could muster was, ‘Thank you very much for your words.’

Ugly scenes continued throughout the tour match at Kimberley. Protestors – initially refused entry – unleashed their fury on the nearby town, breaking car and shop windows. In the end, they were allowed into the ground so long as they stayed on one side of a barbed wire fence. Counter-protestors threw beer cans at them and appeared with their own banners. ‘I hope you can read,’ shouted a mulleted white man holding a flag reading welcome to mike + team. Meanwhile, England XI paceman Neil Foster was wandering round with a camera, taking snaps for his photo album. As the match drew to a close, police dispersed the crowds with low-velocity rubber bullets.

When asked about the violence, Gatting’s notorious reply – ‘As far as I was concerned, there were a few people singing and dancing, and that was it’ – seemed not just to be gauche. It suggested a refusal to look at the situation with open eyes.

The next two games, at Bloemfontein and Pietermaritzburg, saw even bigger protests and even sharper signs of division. By the time the tourists made it to the Wanderers Stadium in Johannesburg for the first unofficial ‘Test match’, they were a bruised bunch – and were also facing a big step up in the quality of opposition. The England XI were put into bat on a lively pitch. Opening the bowling were Richard Snell and a young tearaway fast bowler by the name of Allan Donald. The match played out like a cricketing metaphor for the tour itself – a mess from start to finish. The England XI were bundled out for 156 in the first innings, and 122 in the second, as they fell to a seven-wicket defeat.

The tense mood was getting ever more dangerous. When a bomb exploded at Cape Town’s Newlands Cricket Ground, where the second Test was supposed to take place, emergency talks were held. With a heavy heart, Bacher agreed that his dream must come to an early end. ‘The tour was becoming more and more divisive,’ he explained. ‘It was polarising people’s viewpoints and opinions, it was causing conflict and confrontation . . . At the end of the day, one really had to take a judgement. The board took a judgement that politics was just overriding this tour.’

Gatting would look back on the rebel tour as his biggest regret. His reputation had taken a serious knock. Now banned from playing for England for three years, it was unclear whether he would ever play for his country again.

‘Athletes unite the world; politics divides it.’

So claimed Swedish football star Zlatan Ibrahimović, in a jibe at those who aimed to mix the two. ‘Our role is to unite the world by doing what we do best,’ he continued. ‘Athletes should be athletes and politicians should do politics.’ The history of sport, though, has tended to present a different case. Gatting had hoped that the politics was all ‘for politicians to sort out’ – and that he was just a cricketer – but he soon learned just how impossible it is for sport to play out in isolation from historical undercurrents that surround it, influence it, and even produce it.

At that time, there were bigger things going on in South Africa than the cricket – and the cricket was always destined to be swallowed up by them. On 11 February 1990, the day after England’s abject ‘Test match’ defeat, television screens across the world pictured a man walking with his wife down sunlit streets outside Victor Verster Prison. As crowds all around him cheered, he raised a defiant fist. It was Nelson Mandela, released from prison after 27 years, taking the next steps in a long walk to freedom.
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From Poetry to Prose

As Gatting suffered, English cricket was licking its wounds.

The previous summer’s Ashes had been a crushing blow. It was not just a defeat, but a reversal of expectation so acute that the identity of English cricket seemed to require complete reassessment. Hidden layers of ineptitude had been exposed. In the space of a couple of months, England went from favourites to a kind of national joke.

No one had seen it coming. It was true that England had been hammered by the West Indies in 1988 – but this Australian squad had been, according to the Sydney Morning Herald, ‘the weakest ever sent in search of the Ashes’. The poverty of the opposition, rather than the greatness of the English side, was what inspired such hubris. After all, wins against Australia had been key consolations in a frustrating decade. England were not about to be mistaken for an invincible outfit – but, surely, they would find a way to win against a no-hoper Aussie side of unproven youngsters and ageing has-beens.

The truth was that the Australians of 1989 were perhaps the most underrated Ashes touring party of all time. The batting line up was a seamless mixture of experience and youthful talent. They made over 400 in the first innings of every single Test match of the series, twice making over 600. Established names – Allan Border, Dean Jones, David Boon – all made consistent runs. The neophytes, meanwhile, evolved from unknowns into superstars. Mark Taylor – who had only played two previous Tests – ended with the most runs in an Ashes series since Donald Bradman in 1930. Steve Waugh – who had never previously made a Test hundred – finished the summer with a Bradmanesque average of 126. At one midsummer point, he had scored 393 runs without being dismissed.

The most destructive force of all, though, was Terry Alderman – recently returned to the team following his own three-year rebel-tour ban. In many ways, Alderman was a curiosity in Australian cricket history. The majority of cricketers tend to refine their skills in relation to home conditions. But Alderman was an exception. To say his bowling was tailor-made for England does not go far enough. He was a supernatural English conditions machine, one so perfect it was like he had been cleverly designed in some Ashes research institute with this specific purpose in mind.

After an extra-long run up that deceptively inferred Michael Holding levels of speed, he released the ball with lazy smoothness at not much more than medium pace. It often seemed as if he was slowing down as he arrived at the bowling crease, as if tired by the long jog or suddenly bored by the prospect of having to bowl. His languid air played havoc with batsmen’s minds. Michael Atherton would talk of the ‘disconcerting grin’ on his face at the point of delivery, as if he was larking about in the local park with some mates. But he was masterfully accurate, and able to move the ball around both ways with little change in his action. By the end of the series, he had amassed 41 wickets at an average of 17.

England’s captain for the Ashes nightmare had been David Gower. Even the nature of his appointment, before the series started, might have rung alarm bells regarding the stability of the England management. Chairman of selectors Ted Dexter and team manager Micky Stewart had both agreed on who they felt should steady the ship, after the previous year’s ‘four captains’ debacle. There was, in their view, one standout candidate for the job: Mike Gatting. But in a bizarre turn of events, the first choice of both the manager and the chairman of selectors was not actually appointed. Ossie Wheatley – chairman of the Test and County Cricket Board’s Cricket Committee – had the power of veto. And he decided to exercise it. Gatting, he felt, was damaged goods. The shadows of the Rana affair and the barmaid scandal still lingered, rendering him unfit for the role. Gower was appointed in his place – and remained oblivious, for several months, that he had been a replacement pick.

As the 1989 series unravelled, Gower’s laidback temperament was tested to breaking point. His apparently blasé attitude became a target of blame for England’s failures; and things would bubble over in a mid-match press conference during the second Test at Lord’s. The match, by this point, was going badly. Australia, having been 265 for 6, had somehow ended up with 528. And Gower’s captaincy – his bowling changes, field positions and man management – was one of many things under scrutiny.

He turned up at the conference clutching a can of the Australian lager Castlemaine XXXX – a signal of his decadent ways or the pressure he was under, depending on your point of view. Sporting a tweed jacket and tie, hair still wet from the shower, he certainly seemed like a man with places he would rather be. As he glared at the assembled journalists, he looked hunted and pale, the eyes red raw, ringed with lilac bags. Rarely has anyone appeared so reluctant to give a press conference. And as the questions flowed, the tension grew.

‘Right, there’s not much to say,’ he spat. ‘All the questions you asked last time still apply. The answers are probably the same. I want to cut this press conference short because I haven’t got much to say . . . There’s not much that I need to say that you haven’t seen with your own eyes if you’ve been watching the game for the past three days.’ When asked for a message to any fans with tickets for Monday’s play, his temper began to unravel: ‘I tell you we’ll be trying our bollocks off to try and pick something out on Monday.’

The final straw was a question from former England teammate Phil Edmonds, who did not hide his view that Gower had been deploying his bowlers from the wrong ends. ‘Can you tell us why you didn’t let Fozzie [Neil Foster] bowl from the Nursery End today?’ he asked. When Gower began to fudge an answer, Edmonds pressed his point: ‘But he so obviously bowled better from the Nursery End.’

The England skipper decided enough was enough. ‘Right, okay, thanks boys, I’m off,’ he said, springing from his seat and taking his can of beer with him. He had better things to do. More specifically, he had tickets for Anything Goes that evening. ‘I got up,’ he would later recall, ‘strode purposefully out of the room and down to the Grace Gates, hailed a cab and headed for the West End.’

When Monday did arrive, Gower mustered a more eloquent response to his critics by compiling a defiant hundred. It was, though, a rare spark of light in a bleak summer of vicious circles and downward spirals. The Ashes had gone, and it would be a very long time before they would come back. Without knowing it yet, English cricket against the old enemy had entered a long dark night of the soul.

For Gower, the descent from hero to zero was a painful one. After starting the Ashes as captain, by the end of the year he was not even picked for the tour to the West Indies. With a new decade approaching, a new era was dawning, and a new captain would be at the helm.

In tracing the cultural shift from the eighties into the nineties, there is something neat about the total contrast between David Gower and Graham Gooch. Gower, all grace, artistry and self-indulgence, was not just the highest scoring English batsman of the eighties; he was also, in some ways, an embodiment of its spirit. It had been a decade that celebrated success, money and pleasure. From a certain angle, these precepts all found expression in the epicurean fizz of Gower’s cuts, pulls and cover drives. It is not a perfect link, but it is a beguiling one. A line of sorts can be drawn between the era-defining outbreaks of champagne-swigging yuppy excess, and the pleasure-seeking élan of Gower, his aura of affluent, cultured hedonism.

The shift to Gooch was not just a change of captain: it was a philosophical volte-face towards discipline, brute force and self-denial. If Gower expressed a particular vision of Englishness – a blue-blooded vision of fine wine and fine dining – then Gooch was a standard bearer for a very different, but equally deep-set Englishness, one of self-command and brawn and no-nonsense hard work.

It was, in this sense, a shift from poetry to prose. Gower could be figured as a poem by Keats or Tennyson, all music and harmony and petals from blown roses on the grass. Gooch, in contrast, was always firmly prose – a veritable Thomas Hardy novel of tough living, unsmiling seriousness and hard toil. Throughout his career, he was often compared to a blacksmith. It is an image that inferred his power, but also the way he seemed to be an emblem of a different age, a lost era of unromantic manual labour. He was a kind of anti-Gower, shunning indulgence in favour of strict routines, fitness drills and folded clothes. In this sense, it was Gooch – a big Margaret Thatcher fan – who was the true Thatcherite of English cricket, the epitome of personal industry in the late evening of Thatcher’s Britain.

For Gooch – already, by this point, 36 years old – the captaincy was a late-career reward after unstable times, marked by his own three-year rebel-tour ban as well as periods of poor form. He had struggled so wretchedly against Alderman that summer that he was dropped for the fifth Test – a decision that had been requested by Gooch himself (‘my confidence was drained,’ he explained, ‘and I knew I didn’t merit selection’). In some ways, a Gooch captaincy looked at best like a short-term solution. It was unclear how much time he had left as an England player. ‘I seriously wondered in 1989 if I had come to the end of the road,’ he would later reflect, ‘as far as Test match cricket was concerned.’

At the same time, it was a progressive decision motivated by what was urgently needed – a revolution in the team’s attitude and habits. Gooch and manager Micky Stewart wasted no time in establishing a new culture of exercise, early bedtimes and fitness regimes. Gooch – believing that fitness ‘had to be possibly the most vital consideration in any top-class sport’ – was determined to lead a more focused, more professional England outfit. And they were going to need all the professionalism they could muster, because the first Test series of this new decade, with their new skipper, was a tour to the West Indies.

After the Ashes calamity, no one hoped for much. England had not won a single Test match against the Windies for 16 years. The first Test would take place at Sabina Park in Kingston, where the Windies had not lost a Test match for 35 years, more than a whole generation ago (in that last Kingston defeat, in June 1955, a 19-year-old Garry Sobers had compiled his first half century). In such a context as this, victory was unimaginable.

And yet victory is what happened. England’s Sabina Park win has entered the hall of fame of English cricketing mythology. It is a treasure chest of fond moments, the stuff of cosy fireside reveries, crammed with joy, wonder and mischief. Angus Fraser’s first innings five-for; Devon Malcolm’s run out of Gordon Greenidge, after misfielding the ball; Allan Lamb having to celebrate his hundred twice, after the scorers got his total wrong; Malcolm’s yorker to Viv Richards, knocking back his leg stump; and at the end of it all, the team celebrating victory by dumping paper cups of champagne over Wayne Larkins’s head. It was a victory for the underdogs – a long-suffering side who had every right to revel in a win against supposedly unbeatable opposition.

The jubilation did not last long. Less than a month later, Gooch was on a plane home with a busted hand, and despite a dramatic draw in Trinidad, England ended up losing the series. Moreover, looking back, the aura of invincibility surrounding the West Indies was perhaps a little less real than it had seemed to be at the time. They were already on the cusp of a slow decline. Greenidge and Desmond Haynes were in the twilight of their careers. Richards averaged less than 30 in the series, and would never again score a Test century. England’s Sabina Park victory was a product of English good form – but also a sign of embryonic frailties in the Windies batting.

In any case, one of the curiosities of the tour was that a series loss still felt like a significant step forward. Despite his injury and early exit, Gooch had gained plenty of credit as the new captain. Support back home had been boosted by improved media coverage, including the expanding technology of satellite television. As journalist Frank Keating explained: ‘In spite of the lost series, the Jamaican victory and the dramatic draw in Trinidad had been two swallows that made the winter warm for the British public who were able, for the first time with a Caribbean tour, to watch coverage on Sky TV, edited highlights on BBC TV, and hear regular live coverage on BBC radio. Listeners also enjoyed the sounds – snap, crackle and seethe – of critics eating their words.’

England had lost, but not as badly as people had feared. A degree of self-respect had been restored. Things were on the up. Just maybe, the arrival of the nineties would mean the turning of a corner – and a brave new world for English cricketing fortunes.

Back home, dark clouds were menacing the horizon. Britain in the spring of 1990 was a cauldron of political rancour. At the same time as the English cricketers were battling away in the Caribbean, London became the site of violent protests. Thatcher had been warned, by a range of colleagues, about the ramifications of her new Community Charge, or ‘Poll Tax’. ‘We are faced with a potentially difficult Parliamentary situation,’ then-chancellor Nigel Lawson had told her the previous autumn, as Tory rebels swelled in number and social resentment grew. But Thatcher pressed ahead nevertheless.

On 31 March 1990 – the day before the Poll Tax was to be introduced – over 200,000 people gathered in London for the largest protest the city had seen in nearly a decade. The government would later claim that the violence that erupted, in and around Trafalgar Square, had been prompted by a small group of agitators. Many of those present, though, put the blame on police incitement. Journalist Oliver King would later recall that ‘for no discernible reason, a riot squad van drove from Charing Cross Road straight into the Trafalgar Square crowd and knocked a young woman yards across the road.’ What had been a fiery but peaceful protest descended into bedlam.

Traffic cones and bins became seditious weapons, and the wooden poles of protest placards were repurposed as javelins to be hurled at police officers. The footage of police – lined up in the middle of the streets, swinging batons against marchers armed with bottles and metal bars – had an unreal quality, like something from a video game or post-apocalyptic movie. Shops were looted. Cars were overturned and set on fire. Office buildings burned, snakes of black smoke billowing into the air above Nelson’s Column. Police battered protestors as they cowered on the floor; some were shown lying in pools of their own blood. london burns in orgy of riot fury, ran the headline in the Sunday Mirror the next morning.

It was a shocking demonstration of the social unrest surrounding the last months of Thatcher’s government. As her premiership approached endgame, division appeared to be everywhere. Even the family-friendly haven of Top of the Pops had become a locus of dissent. A week before the London riots, electronic duo Orbital performed their new single, ‘Chime’, wearing matching hoodies each adorned with a target and crosshairs. Hidden inside the targets were messages, only visible when the camera zoomed in. One of them read no. The other read poll tax.

The day after the violence in London, the worst prison riot in British history broke out at Strangeways in Manchester. Long embittered by squalid conditions, inmates took control first of the chapel and then – as things escalated – most of the other buildings. Interiors were pulled to pieces and became fields of conflict. Hundreds were injured; sex offenders were targeted and attacked by other prisoners; one prisoner was killed.

Homes across the nation were gripped by news footage of burning windows and protestors on rooftops, images that instantly became iconic representations of underclass defiance. Some protestors bore a fantastical air, like insurgent demons, their faces disguised with sacks, scarves and makeshift balaclavas. Others flaunted uniforms stolen from the officers. As they mooned, cheered and chanted, they threw bricks, tiles and bits of scaffolding down at the police below.

The authorities were outgunned. Despite heavy police numbers, the protests would go on for several weeks. It was a divisive saga, one that generated scorn for the prisoners’ antics as well as horror at the conditions, now publicly exposed, that they had for years been enduring. In this sense, it was a kind of microcosm of Thatcher’s fractured nation. jail riot scum must be crushed, ran the Sun front page on 9 April, a headline that declared little sympathy for the prisoners. In a similar vein, the Telegraph condemned what it saw as a ‘degrading public spectacle’. But the Woolf Report, commissioned in the aftermath, would lay bare the inhumane conditions that had led to the revolt, forcing a transformation of UK prison culture. All in all, the Strangeways riots seemed to be another emblem of a country gone wrong – out of control, and engulfed by tides of rebellion.

In this climate of upheaval, sport took on a new lustre. As motor-racing executive Christian Horner once put it, sport is ‘a form of escapism from some of the shit going on in the world’. Philosopher Noam Chomsky deemed it ‘a displacement from the serious problems which one cannot influence’. And certainly, sport offered the consolation of escape in the fevered Britain of 1990. More precisely, as the summer rolled round, there was one event that promised to be an antidote to all the political strife.

‘It would be utopia, to win the World Cup,’ said football manager Bobby Robson after his team had qualified for Italia ’90. ‘But every time England wins, it’s the most marvellous feeling, every time. Because you know you’re representing the whole nation.’ The truth, though, was that a miasma of pessimism had dogged England’s campaign. In the Daily Star, they had been lampooned as donkeys. Brian Glanville, in the Sunday Times, denounced them as ‘slow witted and slow of movement’, before adding, ‘it is perhaps a pity that Poland will not be going to the World Cup rather than England.’ Robson himself had been widely condemned as a ‘Plonker’ and a ‘Prat’. It was a curious – but also, one might say, distinctively English – response to a team that had gone through the whole qualifying competition unbeaten.

Nevertheless, the tournament arrived amid mounting excitement and waves of escapist euphoria. Electro-pop legends New Order had even released ‘World in Motion’, commissioned by the FA as England’s official World Cup song. Accompanied by a video featuring slo-mo match clips, John Barnes doing keepie-uppies and a clutch of players gawkily bopping while singing the chorus arm in arm, it flaunted a terminally uncool, anodyne cheerfulness that scandalised hardcore Joy Division fans just as much as it raised a smile for everyone else. Shooting to number one in the week the tournament began, it also voiced hopes, regarding the national future, that ran deeper than the football.

In the history of English sport, few stories more perfectly convey the signature English fusion of delight and disaster – the inevitability of gathering hope, ultimately squashed by failure – as England’s run to the semi-finals that year. England had stumbled, fought and good-lucked their way to their finest performance since 1966. And as the ominous match date of 4 July arrived, the mood was feverish. ‘The English singing was loud and proud,’ wrote Pete Davies about that fateful night in Turin. ‘It was hot, the sky was bright blue, the Alps looked ravishing to the north . . . The fans roared out “God Save the Queen” – and I thought, there may be some ugly and stupid dimwits among them, and, no doubt, a few scum and villains too – but they are England.’

It was a delicious corrective to antipathy for a government who, at one point – fearing violence – had considered pulling England out of the tournament. Inside the stadium, indications of the gloom back home could be found easily enough, if you looked in the right places. Alongside all the St George’s flags and Union Jacks, a banner reading pay no poll tax was prominent in the front row of the stands. At points in the match, crowd chants of ‘Let’s all have a disco’ mutated into ‘We won’t pay no Poll Tax’. Sport was proving to be an escape from politics, while once again underpinned by umbilical cords of connection.

And in the end, there was only the tragedy of fluffed penalty kicks and poor Paul Gascoigne’s tears. It had been widely presumed that there would never be an image as famous, in English football, as that of Bobby Moore holding the World Cup trophy aloft. But here was an image to rival its fame, an image not of triumph but of heartbreak – an image that, just maybe, resonated with deeper levels of English self-recognition. A face pink with sunburn and distress, like a burst blister or a half-cooked joint of pork. A defeated face. Above everything else, an English face.

And a whole nation wept with him. It was something more than the end of English footballing hopes. It was a moment of communal mourning that would hold a permanent place in the cultural memory. ‘The received wisdom is that English football, English culture and even England itself changed forever at about 10pm on Wednesday 4 July 1990,’ explained journalist George Chesterton. ‘That was the moment when the tears of a certain Geordie man-child began dripping onto the grass of Turin’s Stadio delle Alpi.’

The day after England’s defeat was a rainy one back in Birmingham. Locals had opened their curtains to a familiar sight – glowering steel-grey skies and a thin wall of drizzle. Appropriate conditions, one might say, for the morning after the night before. A form of pathetic fallacy on a day of national grief.

The bad weather had delayed the first day’s play over at Edgbaston, in the third Test against New Zealand. The action did not start until nearly 3 p.m. Spectators had been sitting patiently under their brollies, in raincoats and shell suits, waiting for the clouds to lift while glumly mulling over those missed penalties by Stuart Pearce and Chris Waddle. To most people’s surprise, New Zealand – after winning the toss – had put England in to bat. Perhaps they expected some swing and seam, in helpful conditions; or perhaps they trusted an attack fronted by the great Sir Richard Hadlee, playing in his very final Test.

When play did get underway, England made a bright start. Alongside Gooch was a new opening partner, Michael Atherton, playing his first full summer of international cricket. Baby-faced, blue-eyed, just 22 and fresh out of Cambridge, he emerged like an incarnation of English cricket’s future, at the same time as he echoed ghosts of the past. His curly mop of flaxen locks vaguely resembled the still-out-of-favour David Gower. Atherton, though, reliably radiated a less louche, more ascetic air. His technically adept, defence-minded batting possessed its own phlegmatic elegance, but bore little resemblance to Gower’s swashbuckling ways. Atherton was very much a protégé of the Gooch era: a quintessence of good sense and sound judgement. ‘Our styles and temperament, I believe, perfectly complement each other,’ Gooch would say of his new opening brother in arms.

Gooch, meanwhile, was batting more and more like God with every delivery he faced. Now recovered from the hand injury, he had been gathering confidence across the season. He had already smacked a 50 and a hundred in the two one-day internationals, as well as 85 in the previous Test at Lord’s. At a technical level, the contrast to the previous summer was acute. Now he was upright; he was balanced; his footwork was assured. Ball after ball seemed to vanish after contact with his giant bat, as if vapourised. By the end of that first day at Edgbaston, he had amassed a chanceless 95 not out. On a day when the nation had woken up deflated and disillusioned, here, thank goodness, was something to cheer – a thrilling ascendancy of strongman English might.

The next day, Gooch progressed to 154. England went on to win the match and the series. Aside from an isolated Test victory against Sri Lanka, it was their first series win in over three years. All of a sudden, a bit of sun was shining on English sport.

Sure, England might have lost the football – but that summer, they won the cricket. Or more accurately, Gooch won the cricket. In 1990, Graham Gooch became an unstoppable force, a cartoon warrior laying waste to any bowler in his path. All of the potential in this formidable batsman was fully and gloriously realised. gooch attains greatness at last, ran a headline in The Times. This was something more than just a batsman in excellent form – it was a demonstration of obscene superiority to a degree that arguably had not been reached by an English cricketer since the days of W. G. Grace.

Writing of Gooch’s invincibility, former England all-rounder Trevor Bailey felt it reminded him ‘of a mighty battleship in the days before aerial attack made them vulnerable, when they ruled supreme and were capable of blasting any opposition out of the way.’ At the same time, he felt obliged to note something missing from the spectacle:


Although Graham is a highly entertaining batsman, he does not excite me as does David Gower, Mark Waugh or Azharuddin in full flight, because they, in their very different ways, are not only more graceful, but are more likely to produce the unexpected stroke . . . Although the bat-aloft style clearly suits Graham and is highly effective, it lacks the elegance and aesthetic charm of a high back-lift which simply flows into the down-swing and follow-through.



Omnipotent he may have been, but Gooch’s brilliance functioned at a practical rather than an artistic level. It was a victory, Bailey claimed, for the pragmatist over the aesthete, for substance over style. Even, one could say, for prose over poetry. In any case, it is unlikely to have been a claim that would have bothered Gooch very much. After so many years of inconsistency, false dawns and unrealised potential, he stood at last as the greatest batsman in the world.

The zenith was the first Test against India at Lord’s in July 1990. India won the toss and put England in to bat, but the weather was set fair – and the Indian attack, it must be said, did not inspire much fear. In his prime, legendary all-rounder Kapil Dev was a daunting proposition, capable of swinging the ball both ways at high pace. While still a canny bowler, though, his speed had dropped by several yards – and together with trundlers Manoj Prabhakar and Sanjeev Sharma, it looked to be a blunt attack on a pitch as flat as a concrete slab.

In such conditions, Gooch was merciless. After riding a piece of luck – edging an easy chance to keeper Kiran More – he eased into effortless dominance. His drives through cover, midwicket and square leg sent the ball fizzing away at light speed while looking like little more than flyswats. ‘He really is in terrific form,’ cooed Jack Bannister in the commentary box, as he creamed another Kapil Dev half volley to the fence. And as the runs piled up, the inevitability of his batting began to deepen. The contest started to look unfair. The battle between bat and ball had become fantastically lopsided. Gooch seemed to be twice as big as everyone else, like some muscle-bound end-of-level boss, a club-wielding titan or cyclops.

Supporting the Indian seamers through the pain were Ravi Shastri, with his left-arm spin – and Narendra Hirwani, a 21-year-old leg spinner from Gorakhpur. Just two years earlier, Hirwani had burst on to the scene by taking 16 wickets on debut against the West Indies. With the ball turning violently on an undercooked Madras pitch, he had looked a wonder bowler – befuddling all the Windies batsmen, including Viv Richards, who fell to a perfectly executed flipper. This, it seemed, was the next generation of leg spin – Hirwani was a prodigy, and a worthy successor to Qadir.

The youngster was not impervious to the pressure after such a sensational debut. ‘People started to expect a lot from me,’ he later recalled. ‘After that, if I got three or four wickets, they didn’t rate it . . . everyone wanted eight.’ And now at Lord’s, on a dead track against a ruthless opponent, bowling was proving to be a tougher proposition. He was barely turning it at all; the once-lethal deliveries had dwindled into a succession of friendly, extra-slow, looping pies. It was a dispiriting fall back to earth. As Gooch battered ball after ball to the fence, the future of international leg spin – forever a fragile thing – was once again looking uncertain.

Gooch ended the first day on 194 not out. It was a potentially nervous wait, on the cusp of his first ever Test match double century. But the next day, the carnage resumed. He hardly celebrated the double hundred
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