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CHAPTER ONE

FAST bowling is a gruelling job. Sometimes at the end of a day’s play, there is nothing left in the tank. You are operating on fumes. But sometimes when you are striving for a wicket – the thing that provides such personal and collective joy – another energy source kicks in. When your body is screaming at you that it is spent, adrenaline takes over. This was one of those occasions.

Jelly-legged, I embarked on those six deliberate steps that build into my bowling run-up: the 16-yard dash to the crease that defined my working life for two decades. A journey completed thousands of times. My England team-mates estimated that I’d have been on the turf of Kazakhstan rather than Kennington at this point if they’d all been strung together.

Only on this occasion, the most familiar of runs felt very different. This was it. The moment. Just one ball to keep my place at the heart of this 2023 Ashes drama alive. Suddenly, I had been provided with a glimpse of what the end might look like after seventeen years competing at the highest level. This was scheduled to be my final delivery in international cricket. All cricket. I didn’t like the vision that was forming in my mind of things fizzling out; slipping away quietly. 

I couldn’t face ending my career in this way. I so wanted to be the one to have the last word in my last match. To settle one final score with Australia by putting the finishing touches to a series-levelling victory.

Evening sun bathed The Oval, the stands were a-hum, and I could feel the warmth of the supporters that filled them – supporters who had roared me to the crease throughout the fifth and final day of the fifth and final Test. My final Test.

Yet as I placed one foot in front of the other, I knew I was now on my own, carrying with me a secret shared by only a limited few. Moments earlier, Ben Stokes, the England captain for the most enjoyable final fourteen months of my cherished career, had served notice that this was to be the last over of my spell, and he was turning to Mark Wood’s extra pace in a bid to blow away Australia’s tail.

I didn’t want my involvement to come to a nondescript end. Certainly not right then, with another epic contest careering towards a thrilling conclusion. But with the Australians requiring 55 runs to win, two wickets intact, and 22 overs and one ball remaining of the match’s over allocation, it was now or never. One ball of this tally was mine, regardless, and I badly wanted to make use of it. This was my glory shot.

On strike was Australia’s bespectacled number 10, Todd Murphy, a player I had beaten outside the off stump with both of my two previous deliveries – the ball agonisingly close to the edge of the bat on each occasion. I desperately needed a change of luck. And so, after bowling the fifth ball of the over, I tapped into my mischievous side in a bid to alter these fortunes, switching the bails on the stumps for the second time in the match. This time, at the bowler’s end, the Pavilion End. 

It was an act that united two features that ran concurrently through my life on a cricket field but didn’t always naturally align – a desire to enjoy myself and a desperation to win. After all, it had delivered instant rewards in the first innings, when I nipped in behind Marnus Labuschagne, facing at the Vauxhall End, fiddled with the furniture and stood back to watch – following a brief interlude in which he politely inquired what the devil I was up to – as he sliced to slip off Wood.

Detouring to the stumps at the bowler’s end cannot be done covertly, of course, and so my second bail trick drew chuckles and cheers from the crowd, but when I got back to my mark, I went through my usual process, composing myself mentally, as I had done routinely for most of my previous 33,687 deliveries in Test cricket.

Then, desperately trying to get those legs pumping in my customary manner, I told myself with every stride of this particular approach to the crease: ‘Hit the pitch hard and move the ball away.’ I could barely feel those legs. The nervous tension must have been at its peak. 

Throughout the later years of my career, I’d got into the habit of writing down observations and instructions in a notebook or on an iPad before play to be recalled once out in the middle. Little reminders of what would serve me well when the battle was at its fiercest. Trigger phrases to help me achieve my goals. This time, though, the words were not inked on paper but lingered on my breath and swirled in my head.

‘Hit the pitch hard and move the ball away.’

The natural angle of releasing the ball from around the wicket meant it would be travelling into the stumps, and so my task was to redirect it. 

This was it. I was into my delivery stride. The second-nature sweep of my right arm, the cocking of the wrist and … the ball could not have come out of my hand any better. It hit the pitch, hard. It angled away from the left-handed Murphy – and he bloody nicked it! 

As the wicketkeeper Jonny Bairstow, moving low to his left behind the stumps, did the rest, there was pandemonium. Pandemonium. Everywhere. It was truly wonderful. The Oval felt like it was bouncing. My partner Mollie jigged up and down with our daughter Annabella in her arms. Alongside her on the balcony, where my family was gathered next to that of Jimmy Anderson’s, my mum Carole and stepfather Nick were congratulated by Jimmy’s parents Michael and Catherine, and his wife Daniella – they had all shared so many memories over the years. My sister Gemma stood arms aloft. Just along the row, my dad Chris smiled in disbelief. 

If I write my own scripts, as has been claimed many times, this career-ending chapter was destined to be the most sensational yet. None of my loved ones or an audience of millions had been aware of the twist in the plot.

Surrounded by jubilant team-mates, my face told the story. The widest of eyes demanded: Did you see that? Murphy’s disappointed trudge from the field left Australia 329 for nine. England required one more wicket to claim victory and seal the 2–2 draw our efforts deserved. The fairytale finish was on.

Crucially, I had also preserved the chance to finish on the highest of highs. From playground to Test arena, it is accepted cricket etiquette not to take a bowler off when they have just taken a wicket and so, in the knowledge that Stokesy would now resist the Wood move and allow me the opportunity to separate Australia’s last pair of Alex Carey and Josh Hazlewood, I gave those bails a thank-you tap on my way to take my fielding position at mid-on for Moeen Ali’s over from the Vauxhall End.

When I got the ball back in my hand at the Pavilion End once more, Carey was on strike, and our field setting highlighted the predicament Australia’s wicketkeeper-batter found himself in. We had men posted on the boundary’s edge to limit his chances of whittling down the required runs quickly, and if he wanted to farm the strike, his challenge was whether to attempt to hit me in-between or over those fielders for boundaries, or manoeuvre the ball into the gaps for twos.

With the ball swinging, it was also important to keep two slips in place, and I brought the outside edge into play with the fifth delivery of my next over – the ball flew at heel height towards Zak Crawley at second slip and despite a great improvised effort, he couldn’t hold what was a really difficult chance. 

As it was, my final act on a cricket field was inducing another nick behind the stumps in my next over at 6.25 p.m. on 31 July 2023, when England’s 49-run win concluded in exactly the way Jonny Bairstow had predicted the previous evening.

Most of my deliveries to the left-handers had been leaving the bat through the air, but in the mayhem of the moment – with this brilliant England team coming back from 2–0 down to deny Australia a first series win on British soil since 2001, and me enjoying a fairytale finale – it went relatively unnoticed that the 604th of my Test match wickets was an in-swinger.

I had been bowling pretty wide of the crease, but on this occasion I got nearer to the stumps and tried to shape the ball back, aiming for a chop-on or bowled. The ball moved back slightly and Carey poked at it, managing to nick it through to Jonny, who took a smart catch.

Wicketkeepers see the angles best and he had followed the ball’s trajectory all the way into his gloves. Funnily enough, he also had a pretty clear vision of this particular kind of dismissal a little under 24 hours earlier. Milling about in the foyer of the team hotel, I bumped into Jonny returning from a bite to eat with his family.

‘You know what’s going to happen, tomorrow? This match is going to finish with a caught Bairstow, bowled Broad,’ he beamed.

Now, as we hugged, and soaked in another electric atmosphere at The Oval, I reminded him: ‘You called it!’

It was the most satisfying feeling, not only to end a Test match, but to say goodbye to my playing days. I felt fully content.

Calling time on a playing career is not an easy decision, but there is a saying in sport made famous by the All Blacks rugby team that you want to leave the shirt in a better place, and through all the peaks and troughs of my career that is what I attempted to do.

Whether I achieved that is up to other people to decide, but what I did know as I informed my team-mates of my news on the third morning of this most crucial of matches was that there has not been a better England environment than the one created by Brendon McCullum and Ben Stokes. 

When I spoke to the other players and staff inside those private walls at The Oval, I was not only saying goodbye to international colleagues but dear friends. A truly wonderful environment was created when English cricket opted for that most dynamic of coach–captain combinations in May 2022. We have been what our Yorkshire trio of Joe Root, Harry Brook and Jonny Bairstow might call a ‘reet team’.

I don’t particularly like the word retirement, because as far as I’m concerned I am simply moving into a different phase of my life in cricket, but once I had informed Ben that I was ‘done’ the previous evening, I thought my friends should be the next to know. It was important to me that they found out from me directly and not second-hand and having reached a position of clarity, it was time for me to share things with them, even though the match still had three days to run at that point. 

I knew the timing, mid-match, was not ideal. The last thing I wanted was for any personal news of mine to act as a distraction from the task at hand, or for the remainder of the match to become about me, but equally I knew how driven this group of players was and how determined everyone was to complete the team goal of defeating the Australians.

As the chairperson of the Test side’s daily football warm-up game PIG, I began with a little speech of how much I’d enjoyed the position, but it was now time to pass it over to Ben Duckett. There was a round of applause as I handed him a new Premier League football, shook his hand and told him, ‘Do it your way.’

Then I said, ‘Look, guys, on the back of that, this will be my last game of cricket. It’s been an absolute pleasure and privilege to share a dressing room with you SAS Rogue Heroes.’

I’d been watching the BBC drama chronicling the creation of the SAS throughout the Ashes and Stokes and McCullum reminded me of its two founders. Stokes is just so Paddy Mayne, with the way he looks to do things in ways not attempted previously.

I finished by saying, ‘I know we’re not a results-driven team, but let’s do the business this week.’

People will no doubt query the timing, but to be honest I really wanted to go out at the top of my own game, bowling as well as I could remember, in an England versus Australia match, at the end of one of the greatest series imaginable. Ashes cricket brought out the best in me. I was proud to become the first Englishman to take 150 wickets in this most iconic of sporting rivalries. Something about playing Australia stirs things in me, just like it did for my dad in the Eighties. A post-Ashes exit felt almost perfect.

Almost perfect. What a feeling it would have been to be on that stage lifting the urn. Sadly, chiefly down to the Manchester weather the previous week, that wasn’t to be, but as I mulled over things, the prospect of ending with a win at a ground upon which I’d enjoyed success against Australia before – notably, the five-wicket haul to set up a series-sealing victory in 2009 – still held great appeal.

I’d also come to realise how nice it was to have control over your destiny and that, at the age of thirty-seven, I was only a hamstring tear away from someone else telling me it was the end, rather than me dictating my own terms.

Even then, it was only when I went to Ben’s hotel room at half past eight the previous evening, and shook his hand, saying, ‘That’s me,’ that I felt completely satisfied it was the correct call. I knew that whenever I was to leave the field for the final time during that Test match, I would do so still loving the sport and that was important too.

Thankfully, those around me fully respected my choice. Ben certainly didn’t try to change my mind, and that was a good thing as far as I was concerned, as I had not gone to him for a negotiation. When you feel, as I did, that you still have plenty to give, I guess there is always a chance of being talked round, but one good sign for me was that I did not feel one ounce of regret.

There were some emotional moments for me on that third day, beginning with a plan to let Jimmy Anderson in on my news before we began the journey to The Oval. Every morning throughout the series, a different player from our WhatsApp group volunteered to do the team coffee run and so I put it out there early that it was my shout, and sent Jimmy a message asking him to give me a hand carrying the drinks, as a ruse to get him one on one. So we crossed over Kensington High Street from the Royal Garden Hotel to Starbucks, and I’m thinking of bringing things up very casually – only to be scuppered by two fans refusing to leave our sides. They stopped us for a picture, began chatting about the game and wishing us good luck. But all I could think was: ‘I’m moving away from the game and I want to tell my best mate before I get on the team bus.’ I tried walking around the shop for some privacy, but we just couldn’t shake them. Never were they more than two yards away, and so eventually I rushed onto the bus before anyone else, put the coffees down on the little table where me and Jimmy always sat and offered my hand, shaking his and saying ‘That’s me,’ in much the same way I had to Ben Stokes. I could see he was shocked. He had no idea it was coming. I also tried telling Joe Root privately at the end of that journey across London and struggled to get any words out. In addition to Jimmy, I’d wanted to let him know ahead of the others, because I’d played alongside him for so long and he had been my captain for many years.

During the evening session, Moeen Ali gave me a glove punch as we crossed on the field. Our families have known each other since we were at school, dating back to an ECB (England and Wales Cricket Board) development team of Under-17s selected to play the Bangladesh Under-19s in 2003.

Further on my journey walking out to bat, Mark Wood told me, ‘This is a great honour.’ The partnership lasted all of four balls … preceding the most special aspect of being on the field in the hours immediately before my post-play public announcement – batting with Jimmy Anderson. Over the years, it has been our bowling partnership that has coveted attention, but in our first match as England team-mates we had walked off that other famous Oval, Kensington in Barbados, having sealed a one-wicket win over hosts West Indies in the 2007 World Cup. This felt like perfect symmetry.

International cricket had been my life for the past seventeen years and I made such strong friendships, none stronger than that with Jimmy. We shared similar qualities: neither of us ever wanting to let our standards drop.

When I was a kid, I loved the passion and drive of my sporting heroes like Stuart Pearce and Martin Johnson and I never wanted anyone ever thinking that I was not putting absolutely everything in. As I reflected during these final days, I was content that I had given my heart and soul every time I had pulled on the shirt for England, Leicestershire and Nottinghamshire.

The morning after my public announcement, the fourth of the match, it felt as if the decision had repaid me when I connected with a short delivery from Mitchell Starc, towering the ball over the head of the fielder at deep midwicket and into the stand beyond. It was a long time since I had struck a ball so cleanly, and with Jimmy dismissed by Todd Murphy at the other end, it meant I had struck my last ball in Test cricket for six. Not a bad way to go.

Was this another sign that I was destined to finish my career in spectacular fashion? I certainly hoped so. Deep down, I wanted to make eye-catching contributions to the end and finish at the very top of the game. 

I had known for some time that in an ideal world I wanted my last bat and bowl to be in an England shirt, and for the majority of the summer I was uncertain when that might be if I called it quits in 2023. If you’d told me I would play in one Test match versus Australia I would have been happy, and so I was blown away to be ever present and finishing at The Oval. I certainly didn’t think I would get picked for all five matches.

But under Stokes, McCullum and Rob Key, England’s director of cricket, selection felt less of a long-term strategy and much more about the here and now. Rather than planning ahead, being clever and identifying certain players for particular games based on a second-guessing of a venue’s conditions, and potentially skewing the immediate make-up of teams as a result, it was about picking the best available XIs for the game, taking form and fitness into consideration.

Even so, bearing in mind that this particular Ashes series was scheduled over a period of just seven weeks, it felt unrealistic for any fast bowler to truck in for all five; so it was nice to hear Pat Cummins, the only other one to do it, say he was pretty knackered by the end. 

The way I bowled on the twenty-fifth day of twenty-five told me I could have carried on, and that was a prospect I had considered at length. I was physically able to get through an unbelievably intense Test series and not let my standards drop. Ultimately, though, I’d always wanted to leave the game loving it. I still did. It was not something I could cast-iron guarantee in future.

For some time previously, there had been a bit of fear gnawing away at me whenever I turned my thoughts to hanging up the headband. It was the prospect of playing against an up-and-coming twenty-year-old and them saying, ‘I heard he was okay, but he’s rubbish.’ And so, I wanted to hit the finishing line chest out, with those around me unequivocal in their belief I could still do a job. A couple of people inspired me in this regard. 

Firstly, Alastair Cook – scoring a hundred in his final Test appearance against India at The Oval aged thirty-three. He has had several years of being told he had gone too soon, which is infinitely more preferable to being told you’ve stuck around too long.

Chris Read was the other. When he left Nottinghamshire, every single one of his team-mates were like, ‘Oh God, you could definitely have done another year.’ Sounds better than, ‘You look done.’ Don’t you think?

Not everyone feels like they have plenty left in the tank when they opt out, of course. Indeed, I recall Nasser Hussain being invited by then England coach Peter Moores to address the team during the Test series in the Caribbean in 2015 – one of a number of such invites to past greats encouraged by Moores and something that appealed to me, probably because of my heritage as the son of a former England cricketer.

We’ve all heard Nasser talk passionately about cricket hundreds of times, of course, in his role as a Sky Sports commentator and pundit, but to hear him speak in this way about what it meant to him to play for England really stuck with me. In contrast to the way I was feeling in July 2023, when he retired immediately after winning his 96th Test cap, he said he’d given everything – there was nothing left in the tank. 

It was the first Test of the 2004 summer at Lord’s, he had just made runs to help win a match against New Zealand, but equally he knew his race was run and he could look himself in the eye in the knowledge that he’d squeezed out every last drop of talent. He was one of those players who always left it all out in the middle, and so being four appearances shy of a century was irrelevant. That day in Antigua, he urged us to consider our own endings, and not to think when walking away from an England shirt: Could I have given any more?

For me, though, there was another consideration in my deliberations. I thought not only about the present but the future. My target for the previous year had been the Ashes. Everything was designed for me to peak against Australia. It was my Everest. The ultimate challenge. I have always been someone able to motivate themselves for the heights of the sport. Equally, other mountains have not presented the same allure. If I’d opted to keep playing, my next assignment was due to be the tour of India six months further down the line. Then another gap to the 2024 summer featuring West Indies and Sri Lanka as the visiting teams. With all due respect to two fine cricket nations, it was not a schedule that excited me.

I have always been a goal setter, manufacturing specific challenges to drive my game forward. Throughout 2023, with this Everest expedition in mind, it had been preparing strategies to neuter Steve Smith and Marnus Labuschagne, Australia’s two premier batters. Both of them are at their best when the ball is straight and they are able to work it off the stumps, and so I concentrated on the development of an out-swinger to ask them different questions. But what could be my special project in 2024? I couldn’t pinpoint an answer. That added further weight to my conclusion: if you want to finish at the top, now is your time. 

Also, the older you get as a fast bowler, the more susceptible you become to that cruel master of misfortune, injury, and my omission from the tour to the Caribbean in the spring of 2022 had given me a taste of what it was like to have an England place whipped away. It was horrible. This way, I maintained control of my destiny. 

There was also a sense of responsibility to an England team I had served across 344 appearances. Although it was not something we had spoken about directly, it had become like an unwritten clause in a contract that Jimmy and I never wanted to finish at the same time. We didn’t both want to leave and watch close to 1,300 wickets’ worth of experience disappear out of the changing room with us. There had to be some overlap.

I had chatted to Jimmy briefly while playing golf at the leafy Cheshire course of Mere, the day before the Old Trafford Test match, asking how he felt, and what he was thinking with regards to the winter tour of India. He was very clear about wanting to carry on. Hearing him say how excited he was about events on the horizon solidified things for me. I could make a straight call on my own future. 

We had been a bowling double act since before anyone else in the England team had made their debuts. Jimmy’s eldest daughter Lola turned fourteen in January 2023, and watching me take those wickets at The Oval on that final day of the series, she burst into tears. Me and her dad had been playing cricket together her whole life.

Mollie and my mum were among those crying too, but the only time I got emotional was the following morning when I woke up to see a TV clip of headband-clad fans in the crowd celebrating a wicket. Wow, I thought, that’s what it means. 

Scanning the stands, I had spotted pockets of people wearing headbands during those two final days of the series, and there was another surprise awaiting me when I took our dog Alfie for a walk later that day. On the way to the local park, I passed a house with three headbands tied like ribbons around the railings at the front. I looked up and there were a trio of hand-made placards posted in the front window.

‘Local Hero’, one read.

‘We’ll Miss You’, another.

A third, very simple: ‘604’.

It was nice knowing my efforts were appreciated by so many people.

Groups of lads had turned up in their Karate Kid accessories in honour of my late career attire, of course, and that was pretty cool. The headwear became an essential part of my match-day get-up, but for superstitious reasons rather than practical ones. 

Truth is, you see, it was not something I had intended to keep wearing beyond Test cricket played in COVID regulations – when players putting saliva on the ball was first prohibited and we were instructed not to put sweat on the ball either. At that time, the headband halted my tendency of mopping my brow with my fingers, but when things went back to normal, I ditched it.

Only when I was not as prolific as I would have liked in a couple of subsequent matches did I revert back to wearing it – a bit like my ‘Bail Mary’ at The Oval, doing so in a bid for improved fortune. It appeared to have the desired effect, too. My bowling returns improved and it has stayed ever since.

In the hours after beating the Australians, I received hundreds of messages congratulating me on my playing achievements from far and wide, but it was the persistence of a caller from France that caught my attention. Over the years, habit has made me ignore the numbers of those I do not know, or show as withheld or private, so I let the first call go at around 9 a.m. but, intrigued, I picked up later on. 

‘Hi, Stuart, this is Elton.’ Yep, as in Elton John. I couldn’t believe it. We had an awesome fifteen-minute chat, and it was a real ‘wow’ experience. His supportive nature towards performers both in his own world of music and those in other spheres is well documented, and it was only on the eve of this year’s Ashes that my dad was recalling how Elton sent champagne to the England team of which he was an integral part after they won in Australia in 1986–87.

I was just six months old then and becoming a family man myself in November 2022 undoubtedly altered my outlook on life. For twenty years, I had put cricket first, but becoming a father to Annabella changed my priorities.

Professional sport is a very selfish career, and although I totally understand those that say playing for your country is such a privilege – of course it is, I’ve said it myself enough times in the past – the dream life of travelling around the world is not a dream all the time. There are sacrifices you make to be on the road and I chose to re-examine my priorities in parenthood.

One of the things about me is that year after year until very recently, I placed my professional life ahead of my personal one, so focused was I on trying to be the best cricketer I could be, undoubtedly to the detriment of relationships. However, things changed when Mollie and I rekindled things in 2018. We had dated for a brief period in our mid-twenties, but our busy schedules meant it was not destined to last. I would be on one side of the world playing cricket for England, and she would be somewhere completely different fulfilling her commitments with The Saturdays. Spending time together was nigh-on impossible and although things fizzled out, we had enjoyed each other’s company and vowed to remain friends. 

Things were different, though, in our early thirties, with me playing in only one international format and Mollie also travelling less than previously, and we began dating again around the time she joined Radio 1 as a presenter. It became much easier to make things work around our respective careers, and I owe Mollie a huge debt for the part she has played in mine. She has been an awesome influence on me, and there is no mistaking that my performances got better in the final five years. She took the pressure off me completely, and I probably would not have played as long as I did without her. Nor enjoyed as much success. She has an unbelievable outlook on achieving her goals and it rubbed off on me.

But when I knew I was going to be a dad in late 2022, I wanted to break from the norm and put my family first. Being at Annabella’s birth was so important to me that I asked England coach Brendon McCullum if I could be excused from the Test tour of Pakistan. Mollie’s due date was in November, meaning that attending the pre-series training camp in the United Arab Emirates became impossible, and there was no way I would have been up to speed fitness-wise for the kind of physical work required in Test matches the following month.

Naturally, such a course of action came with jeopardy. I knew that if another of the seam bowlers excelled out there – and let’s face it, no one was to come back from an historic 3–0 win with their reputation diminished – my position in the pecking order of bowlers might alter for the tour of New Zealand.

Following my omission from the away series in West Indies in March 2022, I’d had relatively recent experience of being passed over in selection. However, there was a different vibe around the England environment now and I knew future decisions would be based on the simple criteria of form and fitness, rather than next-generational planning, and so it was a risk I was more than prepared to take.

Mollie was the last person I spoke to before going to see Stokes in our High Street Kensington hotel. Ending our FaceTime call, I walked there immediately. She had always been good at motivating me to play, but less instructive now on the prospect of not playing, listening but ultimately telling me it had to be my call.

‘Go with your gut feeling,’ she said. Problem was that I didn’t really have one, and so I simply had to go one way or the other. There was no point in procrastinating. It was either committing to another couple of years or put playing in the past. As I mulled it over, it still felt like a 50–50 call.

Perhaps subconsciously, the fact I had barely seen Mollie and Annabella for the two previous months swayed me. It definitely makes you miss home having a little daughter who is changing every day, and I want to be a dad who is there for her, takes her to school and watches her grow up.

Not that there was any sense of payback to the decision to end my England career. No sense of duty to move to a new phase in life. Crucially, though, there was something about having my two girls at home that made this decision feel easier as I walked along the hotel corridor towards Ben’s room. It filled my heart with joy knowing that when this particular week in London was over, I would be able to spend more time with them.

It might sound flippant – given that I had many wonderful periods playing for England over seventeen years and enjoyed 90 per cent of it – to suggest that the final fourteen months represented the best time in my career. But the final fourteen months was the best time in my career. 

Let’s talk about Bazball. Only, let’s not talk about it. For this brief reflection will be the first and last time I refer to it as such in these pages out of respect for Brendon ‘Baz’ McCullum. He hates it. 

There was actually a very funny moment, when soon after returning to his role as our bowling coach, David Saker provided reflection in one of our post-play daily wraps at Edgbaston.

‘That’s what Bazball’s all about,’ he said.

‘It might be your first day,’ Baz smiled. ‘But say it again, and it will be your last.’

None of the players called it that in the England changing room. To us, it was a style with no name, even though we all knew exactly what it was. Baz just didn’t like the association with him, as a coach who always wanted the players to take credit. Not that he can escape it now. Even other sports are intoxicated by its spirit. Take Tottenham’s Australian manager Ange Postecoglou professing his love for it on the eve of the Premier League season, having witnessed it first-hand at Lord’s.

Cricket under ‘Baz’ McCullum was so liberating. When people talk about Bazball, they are not referencing game plans and strategies. They are talking about cricket in its purest form. An environment in which the usual pressures associated with international cricket are conspicuous by their absence. It was the freest I ever felt on a cricket field and playing with no fear of failure suited perfectly the stage I was at in my life. Arguably, it also helped that between the ages of thirty-five and thirty-seven I knew exactly how I wanted to bowl, and retained confidence in delivering it.

Other England teams taught me playing qualities that I adapted for myself, shaping the player I would become. In 2009, players like Andrew Flintoff, Kevin Pietersen, Andrew Strauss and Paul Collingwood showed how battle-hardened you needed to be to beat Australia. Without Andy Flower, the coach who took England to the number one Test ranking, an away Ashes win and oversaw a maiden global trophy success, I would not have developed the grit and never-say-die attitude. Under Peter Moores’ tenures, I began thinking about the need to improve, searching for things to add to my game. Ways to get better became a relentless pursuit. Why? Because as I approached thirty, I always kept in mind that there was a 21-year-old with designs on my shirt. It was a thought that never left me.

These other eras played their own parts in building me as a player, but the finale at The Oval allowed me to put all these characteristics into practice. 

As we all huddled in the middle of the pitch anticipating the moment of leaving the field together, I found myself next to Moeen Ali, the player in the team I had known the longest. Moeen is a few months younger than me, but he was always a prodigious talent as a young player with Warwickshire and so we had first been team-mates in representative matches twenty years earlier.

‘If this is you, I want you to walk with me,’ I said to him, anticipating that he would also be walking away from Test cricket.

Nothing had been said officially, but Moeen had only come out of retirement to feature in this epic five-match series – after receiving a text from Stokesy that simply read: ‘Ashes?’ – so my hunch was that he would revert to being a limited-overs specialist once more. He was providing spin cover following Jack Leach’s devastating news that a stress fracture would keep him out for the rest of the summer.

Typically of Moeen, who has such a great demeanour and is much loved within the England environment for his gentle, laid-back attitude, he appeared unwilling to walk off with me. Knowing him, it would have been a typically selfless act, wanting me to take the acclaim alone, so I made it hard for him to say no, throwing my arm over his shoulder and pulling him with me towards the boundary rope in front of the pavilion. Given our history, that was special in itself.

Taking those last two wickets proved to me that I still loved the thrill of playing at the top level, and the atmosphere generated by the biggest sporting occasions. Running around like a headless chicken celebrating told me that I maintained the necessary level of emotion and love for winning Test matches. 

I have also loved the interaction with the crowds and now came the chance to say my final goodbyes to some of the people who had paid to watch me play on the international stage since 2006. It was a lovely ovation as we got towards the rope. Sky Sports had sent a request through the England team’s media manager Danny Reuben to interview me immediately, but I declined as there were other things more important to me.

Firstly, as there are few better feelings than sitting back down in your place after Test match victories, I wanted to climb the steps for one final time and enjoy it – while taking the chance to revel in the noise from the stands as we did so. The Oval was so loud. 

The only thing missing for me was the match ball as a memento. Days later, as I was still trying to locate it, there was talk Down Under of it being under investigation by the International Cricket Council (ICC) amid suggestions that it was from another year’s batch of Dukes balls rather than those with 2023 stamps on them (something the ICC subsequently dismissed). Its whereabouts remained a mystery until early September when Wayne Bentley, the England team manager, sent it on to me. Sorry to disappoint the conspiracy theorists, but it carries a ’23 marking.

I am not one for memorabilia. Only one previous item had been preserved from my career: the match ball from Trent Bridge in 2015 when I took my Test-best figures of eight for 15. But there were two things I wanted to keep from my final match: the bat with which I hit my final ball for six; and the ball with which I took the winning wicket.

Something I did take away with me from that day, however, was memories. As I sat among my team-mates to contemplate the perfect ending to an extremely emotional week, I peeled off my socks to expose the blood-stained strappings on my feet. Such is the fast bowler’s lot. You have to get used to the blisters, the cuts, the bruises and the soreness. I wouldn’t have swapped the aches and pains for anything. Hunched over, face to the floor, I experienced the most vivid moment. Playing cricket still gave me the same special feeling that intoxicated me as a boy. The pleasure it has given me is indescribable, but I felt fulfilled, content.

A fast bowler who had bowled his last, with his discarded boots alongside him. I did what felt appropriate in the circumstances. I picked them up and threw them in the bin.
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CHAPTER TWO

MY mum Carole only ever wanted to know one thing whenever I played sport growing up. Was it fun? It was never about the runs, the wickets, the goals, the tries, the misses, nearlys and maybes. She didn’t have much time for the incidentals.

Her attitude towards cricket was that you could score nought, fail to dismiss any of the opposition, drop a catch and still have a great day. ‘If you didn’t have a great day, you’re doing the wrong thing,’ she’d say.

This wonderful philosophy, which provided the backdrop to my youth, never placed focus on results. Everything was measured on level of enjoyment. Sound familiar? Let’s call it Cazball.

My father Chris might have been an England cricketer with dozens of international caps, multiple Test centuries, and notoriety as Man of the Series in the 1986–87 Ashes, but my parents split up when I was three and with me and my elder sister Gemma living with Mum, she became not only my taxi driver but my go-to for advice. 

Mum has always been my number one sounding board. With any sort of decision, really. Cricket or life. Someone who is quite reflective, not necessarily giving you an opinion straightaway, which is definitely an approach I inherited from her. She was always much likelier to say, ‘Let me have a think and call you back,’ returning with a carefully thought-out answer, rather than force an opinion on you.

I remember turning up to Leicestershire Under-10s and some of the other kids were already in the nets with parents piling on the pressure to impress, whereas when Mum was asked to fill in a form detailing where I had played the majority of my junior cricket, she wrote: ‘Garden’.

The garden in question, our garden, was in Whissendine, a village in rural Rutland, and it was true enough that I did the majority of my learning either there or in the acres of greenery surrounding us. This is how my love of sport grew; alongside mates or on my ownsome. We were always playing something. Headers and volleys in the park, with jumpers for goalposts, would often develop into a bit of cricket. On other occasions, we might throw a rugby ball around. 

David Collier, the former Nottinghamshire and ECB chief executive, lived in the same village, and his sons Simon and Mark, very good cricketers both, were my knockabout pals. There is a notion popularised by Malcolm Gladwell’s book Outliers that to be world class at something, you should do it for 10,000 hours, and there’s no doubt that we put in those kind of hours. Doing so provided huge enjoyment.

As far back as I can recall, out would come the tennis ball, taped on one side to accentuate swing, my Kwik Cricket set of blue bat and blue stumps, and off we would trek either out the back door or the front depending on the day’s chosen venue. If on home soil, garden chairs would be placed in strategic positions like short leg and slip, increasing the jeopardy for batters – hit them on the full and you were out. 

Sometimes playing club cricket you can get pigeonholed into being a wicketkeeper, leg-spinner or fast bowler from a young age, but we were creative, offering a smorgasbord of roles for anyone who wanted to try. We would alternate between leg-spin and off-spin, try bowling like Glenn McGrath or Andy Caddick, replicate the yorkers of Darren Gough, and look to emulate Brian Lara’s stroke play with the bat. We were experimenting with whatever styles suited us.

When alone, I threw a spongy, elasticated ball against the shed wall, and hit it with a stump or a cricket bat, scoring as I went along. Games would be Test match length and recording deliveries over by over took hours. I played religiously. This was my happy place. Even retrieving lost balls from over the fence without being spotted by the next-door neighbours was a thrill. Although the video game era was in full swing, and Brian Lara cricket and Jonah Lomu rugby were both favourites of mine, I’d be in that garden if the sun was out. Sometimes even rain or cold would not deter me. 

I was fortunate to have such an outdoor space, and it suited my nature to be active all the time. I wanted to be face down in the mud or running around with grass-stained knees. My dribbling of a football around the garden and even the corridors of the house annoyed Gemma no end, and in some ways I think everyone else was happier when the elements permitted me to get outdoors. Inside, I’d turn the cushions on the leather sofa upside down so the leather was on the carpet, then launch myself on top and slide along, scoring tries in the corner of an imaginary rugby pitch.

And whenever Gemma and I were with Dad, we were surrounded by cricket. Despite their split and the distance involved after he moved back to Gloucestershire, there was never any animosity between my parents, and whenever his schedule allowed we would go and stay with him. I have such vivid memories of the great West Indies paceman Courtney Walsh bowling at me on the outfield at the end of a day’s play and being fascinated by the quirky Jack Russell’s cricket coffin. Jack was an England wicketkeeper at the time and even at the age of seven I was aware that his kit was unique. 

At both Nottinghamshire and Gloucestershire matches, the intervals of lunch and tea provided opportunity for us to play with children of the other cricketers. Although Tim Robinson and my dad were opening partners at Trent Bridge, they were very different personalities and didn’t speak much, not even when batting in the middle, but that didn’t stop me and Tim’s lad Phillip being great childhood mates. 

Down
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CAREER STATISTICS




ENGLAND:

TEST MATCHES:


	Period	Matches	Runs	Avg	High	Wickets	Avg	Best	5wkts	SR

	2007–2023	167	3,662	18.03	169	604	27.68	8/15	20	55.7






	
BY OPPONENT


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
Matches


	
Runs


	
High


	
Bat Avg


	
100


	
Wkts


	
Best


	
Avg


	
5wkts





	
Australia


	
2009–2023


	
40


	
1,019


	
65


	
18.87


	
0


	
153


	
8/15


	
28.96


	
8





	
Bangladesh


	
2010–2016


	
3


	
26


	
13


	
8.66


	
0


	
8


	
2/31


	
39.87


	
0





	
India


	
2008–2022


	
24


	
470


	
74*


	
17.40


	
0


	
74


	
6/25


	
28.51


	
2





	
Ireland


	
2019–2023


	
2


	
24


	
21*


	
24.00


	
0


	
13


	
5/51


	
14.76


	
1





	
New Zealand


	
2008–2023


	
23


	
479


	
64


	
14.96


	
0


	
94


	
7/44


	
28.21


	
4





	
Pakistan


	
2010–2020


	
19


	
539


	
169


	
23.43


	
1


	
67


	
4/36


	
22.53


	
0





	
South Africa


	
2008–2022


	
25


	
573


	
76


	
17.36


	
0


	
89


	
6/17


	
27.83


	
2





	
Sri Lanka


	
2007–2021


	
12


	
202


	
54


	
14.42


	
0


	
33


	
4/21


	
36.66


	
0





	
West Indies


	
2009–2020


	
19


	
330


	
62


	
20.62


	
0


	
73


	
7/72


	
24.90


	
3










ONE-DAY INTERNATIONALS:


	Period	Matches	Runs	Avg	High	Wickets	Avg	Best	4wkts	5wkts	SR

	2006–2016 	121	529	12.30	45*	178	30.13	5/23	9	1	34.3






	
BY OPPONENT


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
Matches


	
Runs


	
HS


	
Bat Avg


	
100


	
Wkts


	
Best


	
Bowl Avg


	
5wkts





	
Afghanistan


	
2015–2015


	
1


	
–


	
–


	
–


	
–


	
1


	
1/18


	
18.00


	
0





	
Australia


	
2009–2015


	
20


	
69


	
24


	
6.90


	
0


	
28


	
4/44


	
34.71


	
0





	
Bangladesh


	
2010–2015


	
6


	
30


	
21


	
15.00


	
0


	
8


	
2/43


	
32.75


	
0





	
India


	
2007–2015


	
19


	
148


	
45*


	
29.60


	
0


	
24


	
4/51


	
37.62


	
0





	
Ireland


	
2011–2011


	
1


	
–


	
–


	
–


	
–


	
0


	
–


	
–


	
0





	
Netherlands


	
2011–2011


	
1


	
–


	
–


	
–


	
–


	
2


	
2/65


	
32.50


	
0





	
New Zealand


	
2008–2015


	
17


	
86


	
23


	
9.55


	
0


	
26


	
4/39


	
25.50


	
0





	
Pakistan


	
2006–2012


	
13


	
16


	
8*


	
5.33


	
0


	
21


	
4/81


	
26.23


	
0





	
Scotland


	
2008–2015


	
3


	
0


	
0*


	
–


	
0


	
2


	
2/35


	
54.00


	
0





	
South Africa


	
2008–2016


	
12


	
29


	
13


	
5.80


	
0


	
25


	
5/23


	
18.68


	
1





	
Sri Lanka


	
2007–2015


	
12


	
52


	
20*


	
13.00


	
0


	
16


	
3/36


	
36.62


	
0





	
West Indies


	
2007–2014


	
16


	
99


	
28*


	
19.80


	
0


	
25


	
4/46


	
27.84


	
0










TWENTY20 INTERNATIONALS:


	Period	Matches	Runs	Avg	High	Wickets	Avg	Best	4wkts	SR

	2006–2014 	56	118	7.37	18*	65	22.93	4/24	1	18.0






	
BY OPPONENT


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
Matches


	
Runs


	
HS


	
Bat Avg


	
100


	
Wkts


	
Best


	
Bowl Avg





	
Afghanistan


	
2012–2012


	
1


	
–


	
–


	
–


	
–


	
2


	
2/10


	
5.00





	
Australia


	
2007–2014


	
8


	
38


	
18*


	
12.66


	
0


	
8


	
3/30


	
30.12





	
India


	
2007–2012


	
4


	
6


	
3*


	
6.00


	
0


	
2


	
2/37


	
77.00





	
Ireland


	
2010–2010


	
1


	
0


	
0*


	
–


	
0


	
–


	
–


	
–





	
Netherlands


	
2009–2014


	
2


	
4


	
4


	
4.00


	
0


	
4


	
3/24


	
14.00





	
New Zealand


	
2007–2014


	
10


	
14


	
6


	
3.50


	
0


	
14


	
4/24


	
20.42





	
Pakistan


	
2006–2012


	
10


	
8


	
6*


	
8.00


	
0


	
15


	
3/17


	
15.26





	
South Africa


	
2007–2014


	
7


	
28


	
18*


	
28.00


	
0


	
7


	
3/37


	
24.71





	
Sri Lanka


	
2010–2014


	
4


	
1


	
1


	
0.50


	
0


	
5


	
3/32


	
22.20





	
West Indies


	
2007–2014


	
8


	
18


	
10*


	
9.00


	
0


	
7


	
2/26


	
28.85





	
Zimbabwe


	
2007–2007


	
1


	
1


	
1


	
1.00


	
0


	
1


	
1/29


	
29.00










FIRST-CLASS:


	ALL MATCHES:

	Period	Matches	Runs	Avg	High	Wickets	Avg	Best	5wkts	10wkts

	2005–2023 	265	5,840	19.08	169	952	26.71	8/15	32	4




	LEICESTERSHIRE:

	Period	Matches	Runs	Avg	High	Wickets	Avg	Best	5wkts	10wkts

	2005–2007 	27	515	19.07	91*	93	29.44	5/67	5	0




	NOTTINGHAMSHIRE:

	Period	Matches	Runs	Avg	High	Wickets	Avg	Best	5wkts	10wkts

	2008–2023 	53	1,319	20.60	60	201	23.17	8/52	6	1
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