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Forewords


Virat Kohli

I would love to talk about my friend Kane, whom I first met as a teenager and against whom I continued to play for the length of our careers, but I want to wait a little to do so. First, I want to talk about Kane the cricketer.

The first time I saw him, I was standing at slip in an under–19 tournament in New Zealand. I watched him walk out at number three and, casually but elegantly and powerfully, flick a back-of-a-length ball on a seaming wicket against our fastest pacer at the time. I remember saying to myself, ‘Oh wow,’ the moment he hit that shot. I knew from that time on that he was special; different from the conventional players I had seen from other teams at the time. Since then, we’ve played against each other on numerous occasions, and I’ve seen his elegant genius at play from very close and followed his career for many years.

I’ve always admired his composure and resilience in tense situations – he has held his nerve to deliver some of the most iconic moments for New Zealand cricket. Being part of this ‘Fab Four’, as it became over the course of our playing days, with Steve Smith and Joe Root as well, we came closer to understanding each other’s game even more – and the admiration for each other grew too.

Kane’s leadership for New Zealand and his standout career will have a legacy of its own. He handled a team in transition beautifully, earning the respect not only of his teammates but of the public, who showered love on him for all these years and will forever continue to do so. And I must say, he deserves every bit of it. He’s genuinely one of the nicest people I’ve ever met.

That’s Kane the cricketer. Now I have a chance to talk about him as a person.

I feel like I have a brother in him; a brother I don’t have to be formal around, yet I can send him a text to talk about serious stuff and get the most present and honest response immediately. That will happen, and then we might not talk again for months, and nothing will feel odd about it.

He’s made our cricket relationship transition so smoothly into a true friendship because he trusted me as a friend and I trust him fully too. As brilliant and magnificent as Kane the cricketer was, it’s the human who will forever be greater for me.

That’s why I say he’s blessed in the truest sense.


* * *




Brendon McCullum

Word tends to travel fast in the small but committed New Zealand cricket community. As a result, I heard about Kane Williamson long before I met him. Knowing Kane as I do now it would make him uncomfortable to hear it, but the word was that there was this immensely talented kid out of Tauranga who was piling up big scores so often that people were already talking about him breaking the great Martin Crowe’s records. It was ridiculous chatter when you think about it, and the sort that can place damaging expectations upon young shoulders. As soon as he came into the Black Caps’ camp for the first time, however, I knew there wasn’t a lot to be worried about.

The first thing you noticed was how young he looked. He had a real boyish quality about him (which he never really lost until he learned to grow a beard), but the other thing that soon hit you was how his youthful disposition masked an emotional maturity beyond his years. There was a zen-like quality to the way he went about his work, which is rare in a batter so young. He had the mindset to succeed, a conviction in how he wanted to play and the talent to back it up. When you combine all three of those elements, you have a potent package.

At the crease, it was pretty obvious Kane had the game to achieve in international cricket. While test cricket is predominantly a back-foot game, Kane was comfortable defending off either foot. He defended late – much later than most New Zealanders who tend to grow up playing on wickets that encourage you to thrust at the ball with hard hands – and he defended straight. From this strong defensive position he could expand his repertoire to play compact drives and back-foot punches. Against spin, he was a master at manoeuvring the ball using his feet and subtle and supple wristwork. We’d do a little bit of work in the nets together and I quickly realised that when it came to talking about batting technique with Kane, it was mostly a waste of time for mere mortals like me. He was operating on a totally different plane from the majority of us, who were busy just trying to see the ball and hit the ball. He liked having a sounding board to talk about it and even if most of what he said went above my head, I enjoyed listening to it and taking in the way one of the greats thought about their game. The only guy I can compare him to in this respect is England’s champion batter Joe Root, who would break down the technique of his craft in almost identical fashion to Kane and who, likewise, I would listen to eagerly while only understanding a smidgen of what he was talking about. There is no surprise that they have more than 100 international centuries between them and test averages north of 50!

Technique is only one part of the equation, however. Cricket is littered with stories of young, hyper-talented kids who never reach their full potential despite looking a million dollars at the crease. The critical component that takes you from good to great is the ability to problem solve and to make clear decisions. When you are taking guard against the best bowlers in the world, you do so knowing that they have seen it all before. They know where to probe and where to ask questions. The magic lies in anticipating the questions and making the sorts of decisions that will provide the right answers. There was always such a calmness to Kane’s decision-making and he very rarely got it wrong. Kane had confidence, but not ego. Even on ‘bad’ days, where he might not have scored many, he found lessons to be enjoyed, not endured. This gave him a sense of purpose. I’ll never forget being turned over by one of the great test attacks of all time – the Proteas side that featured Dale Steyn, Morné Morkel, Vernon Philander and Jacques Kallis – and Kane loving every torturous minute of it. ‘Isn’t this great fun,’ he’d say as they ruthlessly exposed every chink in our armour.

As an individual, Kane had a drive to get better and better, but the thing I loved most about him as a teammate was that it was always about something bigger than himself. When we made it explicit that we were creating a team-first mentality at the Black Caps, guys like Tim Southee and Kane inherently understood what that meant. More so than a lot of the more experienced guys who were really good players and good men, but who had been scarred by the experience of playing for years in an unstable environment. That’s why Tim and Kane were quickly elevated into leadership positions. They didn’t simply understand what it meant, but they exhibited it every day. It was no surprise to me that they went on to play leading roles in the most successful era in New Zealand cricket history, because they had a sense of purpose to everything they did and as a result those around them, players and staff, developed the same ethos.

Even the way it ended, following the first test of a three-test series between England and New Zealand, was typical of his team-first mentality. With 33 test hundreds, Kane had earned the right to keep going for as long as he wanted. He told me, however, that he was struggling to give 100 per cent of his available energy and focus to the game and he didn’t want to disrespect it by giving less. He loved the game too much and was too appreciative of what it had given him to give anything other than his best. Again, there’s that perspective and mindset he always had: the game was bigger than him. Even at less than 100 per cent, he would have still been a valuable resource in that dressing room, but he believed that would compromise the way he had always played the game. Fair play to him.

I consider Kane to be a good mate. I have a lot of affection for that bloke and I think it flows both ways. We went through a lot together as players and teammates and that in turn developed into a personal relationship that I value highly. Even when I started working with England we found ways to manoeuvre ourselves so we could continue talking without the walls that can come down between opposing camps getting in the way. In the early days, it could be quite tough getting much out of Kane. In some ways he’s a tricky conversationalist because he thinks so deeply about everything, and we’re not just talking cricket here. He’s not one for glib statements and because of that and the fact he cares so deeply about the team and those around him and he feels so deeply, he could struggle to articulate some of those feelings. Nowadays, I get him completely. Sometimes I don’t even need to talk to him to know what he’s feeling and what he’s trying to say just by his body language and gestures.

I’m thrilled he’s doing a book. If anybody should be telling the story of that highly successful team over the past 10 years, a team that has won the World Test Championship and made it to multiple ICC tournament finals, it is Kane, though knowing him, he would have thought long and hard about it. He probably had to be convinced by others that there are people out there who want to read about how he did what he did and how New Zealand’s fortunes rose alongside his.

He’s done everything the right way. On and off the field. If you can find someone who has a bad word to say about him then you’ve been looking too hard. He’s a national treasure, really, a singular talent whose brilliant career he allowed us all to enjoy and share in. I’m proud to have been his teammate and even prouder to still call him a good mate.


* * *




Owen Eastwood

When I read this book, what I took away wasn’t really the cricket. What I saw clearly was someone walking ahead of me, alternating between his own path and ones he shared with others.

On his own path, what emerged was someone humble and relatable, navigating each day between the best and crappiest versions of himself. In cold moments of self-awareness, Sri Lanka 2012 above all, his true motivations, and the empty ones, revealed themselves. Over time, through hard experience and the people he met, he located his own beliefs, habits and rituals to keep him on the track he’d chosen. There was no textbook for any of this, no blueprint, no guru handing down the answers – he worked it out for himself, imperfectly but honestly.

The other paths were ones he shared. His family, most importantly. At the start, holding his parents’ hands; by the end, holding his children’s.

His other great shared path was with his brothers in the New Zealand cricket team, the Black Caps. He walked that path with them for nearly 16 years, and it brought unimagined moments, challenges, privileges, heartbreak and joy. His strengths and shortcomings were exposed in the harshest light. But what compelled me most was the shared mission of this group to build an environment where every individual could perform close to their full capability. Their code was arrived at experientially – excavated and filtered, piece by piece. It would be imperfect, but they formed a common understanding that they needed to be bound together by a set of shared standards. Above all, the team would always come first. This code became the foundation of unprecedented, sustained success.

For a long time, these two paths ran alongside each other. Then Kane became captain, and the paths merged. Now he navigated both at once – responsible for getting the best out of himself, and for getting the best out of those he was asked to lead. Under his guardianship, and following on from the catalyst that was his predecessor Brendon McCullum, the path became an authentic, optimistic place where the deep belief that ‘we can thrive here’ resided.

Kane’s and the Black Caps’ paths may not perfectly fit another team, or another person, but I have no doubt there is plenty shared here that you will wish to take on your own journey.

Perhaps most profoundly of all, once Kane retired and left that path that had become a home, the next generation made its own sacred pact with this way and has kept moving forward into the distance. Ask a young Black Cap about his runs or wickets today and he will likely look at you quizzically and say, as Kane taught them, that they are not theirs – they are the team’s.







Writer’s Note

KANE WILLIAMSON FIRST APPEARED on my radar in the mid-2000s. During a casual conversation with the head of the New Zealand Players’ Association, Heath Mills, I was lamenting the lack of future batting stars coming through the first-class system when he mentioned there was a kid in Tauranga that good judges were getting excited about. ‘Everyone I talk to says he could be special,’ I recall Mills saying.

That kid was Williamson, and in a remarkable turn of serendipity, it would not be long before we were connected, though not in a way he would have liked. In a cautionary tale, Williamson became a victim of internet trolling when somebody set up a fake blog account pretending to be him and started making outrageous claims that he was going to be better than Martin Crowe. A national newspaper, the Sunday Star-Times, picked it up and, without verifying the account’s authenticity, suggested that Williamson should get some runs on the board before he started big-noting himself.

A mortified Williamson was put in touch with me, and in the following week’s Herald on Sunday it was made clear that the account did not belong to him and that Crowe’s records were a long way from his mind.

Three things stand out about that small moment in time: if there was one kid who was never going to pump up his own tyres it was Kane; having a negative experience of the media that early will inevitably shape a cautionary approach to it thereafter; and, finally, the person behind the fake account ended up being remarkably prescient.

Here we are close to 20 years later, with Williamson owning most of the New Zealand batting records that matter and us, the cricket fans and public, knowing relatively little about the person behind the broad bat and full beard. The man remained a brilliant yet largely inscrutable presence in the New Zealand sporting milieu.


* * *


At the end of the 2025–26 summer, during gaps in his calendar, I would drive down to Mount Maunganui, accept a coffee made with the attentiveness of a barista, put a recording device in the middle of Kane’s dining room table and let him talk. At this point, the idea of retirement had yet to come into sharp focus. He knew the finish line was a lot closer than the start, but he was still clinging on to the idea that he might be able to keep a spark alive that would allow him to continue to improve as a cricketer, while embracing his responsibilities as the father to a young family.

Understanding that the finish line was approaching, some close to Williamson, including Mills, had encouraged him to tell his story. The problem was that he had never had any interest in doing so. This is consistent with how he has viewed his career: anything of interest is out there for everybody to see when he takes the field, the rest is his to share with friends and family. What moved the dial was the idea that yes, it was his story, but it was also the story of the most extraordinary period in New Zealand cricket history – a period where making ICC tournament finals was a regular occurrence, and an era that saw the Black Caps rise from near the basement of the test rankings to the number-one team in the world.

This was not a happy fluke. It was the result of a quantum shift in the way the New Zealanders thought about the concept of team building. This was a story Williamson was much keener on telling. He was protective of the environment he helped build and, as retirement approached, there was an element of wanting to preserve it.

The improbability of New Zealand’s rise as a cricket nation cannot be overstated. The first test I covered as a journalist, against England at Lancaster Park in February 1997, was New Zealand’s 250th. They had won 34 in total to that point. It was Stephen Fleming’s first test as captain and Daniel Vettori’s first series as a player. There was a great deal of excitement as the hosts carried an 118-run lead into their second innings, and even when they limped through to 186 in 89 painstaking overs, it was assumed that on a deteriorating wicket, the target of 305 would be out of reach for England. Thanks mainly to Mike Atherton’s 118, England made it with four wickets to spare. New Zealand lost a test they should have won. They did a lot of that back then.

At the same time Kane Williamson was just six years old, a kid from Tauranga with a love for the game passed down by his father – a kid who was already starting to form the habits that marked him as a future great (my word, not his). There, in the carport of his Maxwells Road home or on the fields of Pillans Point primary school that backed on to the family home, Williamson turned play into practice, and practice into play. All sports fascinated him, but it was cricket’s unique challenges, particularly when it came to batting, that got its hooks in the strongest.

During our hours of talking, it was hopeless trying to pin him down on particular innings (well, all except one), because he doesn’t think about them like we would. To most of us, an innings is a collection of shots whose run value is tallied up to create a score. To Williamson, however, a long innings represents the culmination of a series of good decisions that were rooted in his ability to be ‘present’ at the crease. So while I might view his test centuries against Australia at the Gabba and the WACA as extraordinary displays of shot-making, he simply views that 2015 tour as a time when he felt fit, he felt present and that, allied to good conditions, made batting fluently possible.

At one point I asked him what his most instantly memorable innings was and he highlighted an eight-ball duck he made against South Africa at Hamilton in 2012. This was the one occasion he remembered every ball like it was yesterday, because that Proteas’ attack provided him with puzzles he was unable to solve.

Williamson racked up an impressive statistical body of work, in part because in 2012 he made a conscious decision not to play for his numbers. The joy of cricket, he realised, was to play for something bigger than himself, bigger even than representing New Zealand. He played to create something with his mates. He played to help forge an environment that would allow players to express their skills and get the best out of themselves. An environment uniquely Kiwi, but one that would at the same time allow them to compete with the best teams in the world. Williamson knew they wouldn’t win all the time but as long as they learned while they lost, the team was still moving in the right direction.

And move in the right direction they did. The Black Caps’ rise as a cricket nation, particularly as a test-playing nation, was seemingly inexorable and yet utterly improbable. Although the leadership pairing of coach Mike Hesson and captain Brendon McCullum had put the building blocks in place for a better future, when Williamson took over the captaincy in April 2016, New Zealand were number six in the world test rankings. They sat behind, in order, Australia, India, South Africa, Pakistan and England – all cricketing nations that had much larger playing numbers to call upon, to say nothing of the infrastructural and financial advantages they also enjoyed. Two years later, in April 2018, the Black Caps were ranked third-equal with Australia, behind only India and South Africa. A year later they were second behind the might of India, a position they largely maintained until January 2021, when, for the first time in the country’s history, they were the number one-ranked team in the world after a 2–0 clean sweep of Pakistan at home, a result that would later see them qualify for the World Test Championship final.

The Black Caps won that final against India at Southampton in dramatic fashion, triumphing on the final evening on the sixth day after weather had played havoc. That victory, as well as making the ICC World Cup one-day finals in 2015 and 2019, plus the World T20 final in 2021, meant the team had become a byword for extracting a lot from a little – and Williamson was at the heart of everything they did.

Kane Williamson scored a lot of runs for New Zealand: 19,346, 9515 of them in tests, the format he always held dearest. His average of 54.06 over 110 tests speaks to his consistency. He scored multiple test centuries against every country he played except Zimbabwe (one in four tests) and Ireland, a team he played for the first time in his penultimate test, scoring 36 in his only bat. He scored a century on debut, 131 against India at Ahmedabad in 2010, and from 2012 until 2024 he scored at least one test century in every calendar year. He had absolute mastery of home conditions, averaging 65.8 and scoring 20 centuries, and while his record offshore wasn’t as stratospheric, few would quibble with a record that shows 13 overseas centuries and an average of 44.1.

Part of the fabled ‘Fab Four’, a moniker imposed by Crowe on Virat Kohli, Steve Smith, Joe Root and Williamson as they emerged at similar times and displayed voracious appetites for batting, the New Zealander’s ratio of a test century every 5.9 innings was superior to his contemporaries at the time of writing, though Root (a century every 7.4 innings) and Steve Smith (one every 6 innings) still have chapters to write.

Williamson was far from a one-trick pony. While 15 one-day centuries might not seem blinding for a player of his class, Williamson went out of his way not to chase milestones in the short formats, and his average of 48.7 at a strike rate of 81.6 is world class. He scored centuries against every team he played, except Canada, Afghanistan and Scotland.

Even in T20s, the format least suited to his finesse-over-power style of batting, he became a sought-after player around the globe. In 2018, Williamson was awarded the Orange Cap for most runs in the IPL, and he remains the only non-opener to have achieved the feat.

Rather than the runs, what Williamson holds closer is the fact he played in a lot of wins (47 in tests alone; only Tom Latham has more for New Zealand). He went to World Cup finals in one-day and T20 cricket and captained the Black Caps to a famous World Test Championship, but the thing I think he is most proud of as a New Zealand cricketer is the idea that whenever he and his teammates were faced with a problem, their first thought was this: ‘What can I do in this moment that will most help my team move forward?’

That, you suspect, is the one thing Williamson would be happiest to be remembered for. He moved the team forward.

— Dylan Cleaver, August 2026






Prologue

St John’s Wood, London, 7 June 2026

LORD’S CRICKET GROUND IS cricket’s version of a time capsule. The history of cricket seeps out of every corner, every pore, of the place. It hasn’t been that kind to me or New Zealand over the years. It was the scene of the World Cup final in 2019, perhaps the greatest day of cricket I have experienced, yet one that ultimately, by the barest of margins, didn’t go New Zealand’s way. I have made a couple of decent scores here, but missed out, too.

This is my fourth test match at the Home of Cricket. I’ve never been part of a winning team here and I’m not going to be this time either, as we falter on a treacherous pitch. My contribution has been a couple of catches and 0 and 18 with the bat.

Despite the complicated relationship I have with Lord’s, I love the place. Sitting here on the balcony of the away dressing room, looking out on the ground and all its quirks, I can afford to be a little reflective because I know something that only a few others do: today is my last day as an international cricketer. The journey that started 5780 days ago in a low-key one-day international tri-series in Dambulla, Sri Lanka – a duck in my first international match and in my last, who writes my scripts! – was coming to a close.

When I made my retirement official a few days later it came as a surprise to a lot of people, even some who are close to me, but the wheels had been in motion for some time and had been driving me towards this decision. In September 2024, on a two-test tour to Sri Lanka, I found myself thinking, What am I doing here? It was an uncomfortable thought. Everything I had done in cricket had been with total commitment. I couldn’t guarantee you runs but I could guarantee that I would prepare to the best of my ability and give everything to the team cause. But after 15 years, something was shifting. It was a combination of factors, but mostly it was the fact that every time we toured I was leaving a young family at home, and as much as I loved the team and representing my country, my priorities had changed.

For a couple of years I tried to straddle those priorities, hoping that each time I went from home to the changing room I could plug back in and be all-in again, but gradually the two pictures were starting to move further and further apart. The pursuit of success in professional sport is a pretty narrow focus to have and it’s one that I had absolutely loved, so initially my thinking was to just work out how to navigate this new feeling I had and try to do things differently. That worked to a point, but there were other factors mitigating against it.

One was the inescapable feeling that the team had moved on from me. I mean that in a good way, because that is exactly how it should be. I’d made a couple of big career decisions in the previous few years to try to get a better life balance. One was to let go of the test captaincy at the end of 2022, and one was to move from a full-time central contract for New Zealand to a casual playing contract midway through 2024. Neither of these moves was made without careful consideration, but it did mean that mine was no longer as important a voice in the dressing room, as I was mindful of giving space to the new leadership. My guys were also drifting away from the game. BJ Watling, Colin de Grandhomme, Trent Boult, Ross Taylor, Tim Southee and Neil Wagner – these guys were there for the core of my test career. We were on a journey together, but they had all left for one reason or another while I was still plugging away.

In hindsight, things had started changing for me once I stepped down from the captaincy – the test captaincy in December 2022 and the white-ball teams in June 2024, following an unsuccessful World T20 campaign in the Caribbean. It was still a fantastic group of guys but they were on their own journey now and I recognised the stages they were at. I’d been there myself, of course, but now I felt alone and a little isolated in terms of where I was at. That’s natural. It’s nothing to fight against.

It was getting harder and harder to maintain the standards I set for myself. Part of it was age and the physical deterioration that comes from that; part of it was motivation. The latter part of that equation was tested in the 2026 Indian Premier League (IPL), where I was part of the Lucknow Super Giants non-playing staff. The onus was on me to find the time to train in preparation for the Black Caps tour to Ireland and England. Training is something I have never had trouble getting myself up for, but I was also spending a lot of time thinking about whether I was doing the team an injustice by taking a place on the tour. I still prepared well and trained hard, but there was an element of forcing myself to do it that simply hadn’t been there before. I was making myself do things. It was, in effect, work rather than play.

I had an internal standard I wanted to meet – not in terms of runs scored, but more in my hunger and drive to get better and stay in the present, and it was getting harder and harder to meet that standard. I was beginning to ask myself whether I was okay with just being okay?

In truth, my mind was telling me it was over. I was spending a lot of time talking to the people who mattered and the people who needed to know, and in the end it was decided that I would fly to Belfast, plug myself back into the team and commit to playing the test against Ireland, in May 2026, and the first test against England. Maybe I’d find a spark. Maybe some time with the boys would affirm that I wanted to continue to try to lead these two, increasingly competing, lives. But at Stormont in Belfast and then Lord’s, after observing the guys around me and the paths they were on, and talking to those closest to me, I knew it wasn’t my journey any more.

For me, cricket had been a seemingly never-ending pursuit. From a young age, well before I had the opportunity to play for New Zealand, every day would see me chase the idea of how I could get better. Even when I was very young, that pursuit sat inside the larger question of ‘How do I help my team get better?’ That is what is familiar to me. That has been what has driven me and navigated me. That has been my pursuit.

Staring out from that famous balcony at Lord’s, it didn’t feel like that any more. I didn’t feel like I could invest the time I needed to keep getting better. If I wasn’t investing in getting better, it felt like I also wasn’t investing in making the team better. These two things were inseparable to me. Once I understood that, it made no sense to go on for one more test, one more series, one more season, one more year.

There is an art to playing cricket, to giving yourself fully to a team. I have so much respect for the art, and so much love for the game and the team. It might sound a bit grandiose, but I felt that giving anything less than all of myself would betray what I played the game for. I knew there were more numbers to tick off. I heard the noise about the record numbers of caps and the 10,000-run barrier. There was all this stuff I could have hung around for, but I firmly believe if those sorts of goals were what was driving me, I wouldn’t have scored half the runs I have got or played half the number of tests. My body of work was done in the pursuit of the reasons that mattered to me: in service to team goals, not the milestones that might have been important to others.

In particular, scoring 10,000 test runs was something a number of people raised, even some close to me whose opinions I cherished and respected. I was in the mid-9000s and would become the first New Zealander to reach that milestone if I stuck around long enough. But I was reminded by Sarah, my wife, that to play for a certain number would be a contradiction of everything I had done for the past 10 years. She said I wouldn’t be true to myself unless the milestone came as a by-product of giving 100 per cent energy to move the team forward. She was right, of course.

The final phone call I made before deciding to retire was to the one guy really who totally understood what I was going through. I’d played against Virat Kohli since we were teenagers and he’d gone from being a competitor to a good friend. Two days out from the second test match against England I called him from my hotel room and spoke to him for half-an-hour as I continued to consider these thoughts I’d been having. He had lived through many of the circumstances I was familiar with. We’d both been on the same path – this pursuit of pushing ourselves every day with so many external opinions, comparisons and expectations. We shared many thoughts and feelings and honestly, it was like looking in the mirror. Only after talking to Virat did it seem real. When I hung up, Sarah walked in. We both knew it was over.


* * *


I had one more official duty to perform on that England tour, once I had finished all my post-retirement media duties. I was asked to present the team caps ahead of the second test at The Oval.

When I went public with my decision to step away from international cricket, the scale of the response from my fellow players and fans was unexpected and a little overwhelming. I guess you get yourself into a little bubble at times and don’t appreciate that your career has had an impact on those outside your close circle. It was really nice to hear that the way I had played the game had resonated with some teammates, fans and even opponents.

Some of the guys in the team had shared heartfelt messages about what it was like for them to share a dressing room with me. It left me in a bit of a bind, because I felt compelled to share some wisdom with them at the capping ceremony, but I didn’t really know what to say. Not only that, but it occurred to me that a lot of the younger guys on the team, the new generation, didn’t really know a lot about me. I felt a sense of unease, because I don’t like to pretend I have all the answers. In fact, for my first few years playing, I didn’t really have any answers, just a bunch of big questions.

It wasn’t until a troubling tour to Sri Lanka, just two years after I had made my test debut, where I was battling with myself and struggling to find any joy in the game that I started to understand there was a bigger picture. That, I realised, was the story I needed to tell. It was a story of an epiphany, about redefining success, and it went something like this …






1 Sri Lanka, 2012


IT WAS IN A hotel room in Colombo in November 2012 that everything changed. I remember it clearly, though I couldn’t tell you much about the hotel décor, or that I could probably hear the Indian Ocean lapping against the Sri Lankan shore. None of that mattered. What mattered was that I was sitting at a wooden desk with a pen and pad, my mind active after a phone call home with my uncle Mike, Dad’s younger brother and a guy I leaned on a lot for advice over the course of my career.

I wasn’t enjoying myself. This was no glib statement born of frustration over a lean trot with the bat. If failure and success are measured by the number next to your name, then yes, I had ‘failed’ in the preceding test, a miserable 10-wicket thumping at the hands of Sri Lanka under the fort at Galle. As wily left-arm spinner Rangana Herath tore through us with 11 wickets for the match on a turning pitch, I achieved the dubious distinction of twice falling to seamers – first edging Shaminda Eranga behind for a second-ball duck, and then a leg-side strangle off Nuwan Kulasekara in the second innings for not many more.

It wasn’t the lack of runs that was haunting me. That’s just the normal growing pains of a young cricketer, or at least it should be. I’d already enjoyed highs – a test century on debut against India in Ahmedabad – and I’d certainly experienced lows, like scoring back-to-back ducks in my first two innings in one-day international (ODI) cricket. I expected steep learning curves and to experience the full spectrum of emotions associated with testing yourself against the best in the world. But this was something far deeper and more central to my sense of self.

Here I was, having just turned 22, representing my country in the one pursuit that had dominated my life. I was ambitious as a young cricketer. I wanted to push myself, to play above my age, to score heavily, and to have my achievements recognised by being selected for representative teams. I debuted for the Bay of Plenty senior men’s team at the age of 15 and made my first-class entrance for Northern Districts at 17. Two days after my 20th birthday, I achieved the ultimate, being capped for my country. Two years later, I should have been living my best life, but instead I was alone in a hotel room with my thoughts, and the one that kept pushing through the loudest was: There has to be more to cricket than this. There has to be more to life than this, surely?


* * *


To give a bit of context, this was not a happy time in the history of the Black Caps. The New Zealand men’s national cricket team was inconsistent. So was the leadership. I’d played just 17 tests to that point, but under three different coaches and two captains. We had just finished a bleak tour to the West Indies – a tour where I had failed (there’s that word again) to reach an aggregate of 50 runs across the two tests.

Amid rumours of a dysfunctional relationship with director of cricket John Buchanan, coach John Wright had already announced he would be declining the offer of a contract extension. This must have been unnerving for Ross Taylor, who was trying to find his feet as captain following the semi-retirement of veteran all-rounder Daniel Vettori, a highly respected figure both on and off the field during some fairly bleak years for the team.

It was an unsettled environment and an unsettling environment. It’s no exaggeration to say that guys were constantly looking over their shoulders, wondering if they were going to be the next to be dropped. It was like being in a herd of antelope hunted by lions – you didn’t need to be the fastest but you couldn’t afford to be the slowest. We all knew that the slowest would get axed, and I’d come close myself during a home series against South Africa earlier in the year. In some ways, I welcomed the prospect. As players, our concern was inward-looking rather than team-oriented. The environment encouraged good players to make selfish decisions; to play for personal glory first, the team second.

It wasn’t fun, and sitting there in a featureless hotel room, that realisation was messing up my mind. I’m 22, I’m travelling the world representing my country, I should be enjoying this more than I am. What is wrong with me? So I sat there and thought it through. I jotted down notes. And I thought some more. It was stressful.

One word kept lodging itself in my mind and I couldn’t shift it. Numbers.

I put a lot of pressure on myself based on what my numbers were. When you gauge your success in this way, every day becomes judgement day. Growing up in cricket environments, the statistics around the game start to permeate everything you do, shaping your reasons for playing. You become a set of figures – aggregate, average, strike rate, centuries, wickets – rather than a set of skills. On the TV or in the newspaper, the first thing they tell you about a player is their statistics – all the numbers that are evidently significant to you. You inhabit those numbers as if they are part of your genetic blueprint; as if they say something about who you are. If you start to believe that – and at times it is very hard not to – then it’s a very short step to simply playing the game for those numbers.

As I sat there and scribbled, it occurred to me that it wasn’t the cricket that I wasn’t enjoying. It was this new world I was occupying; a world where my worth was based on how many times I scored a century. For the record, at that point it wasn’t hard
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