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 ‘It’s all over. And it is one of the most fantastic

victories ever known in Test cricket history.’

Richie Benaud, Headingley, 1981





Foreword

By Sir Ian Botham

Not a day goes by when I do not think of Bob Willis, someone so central not just to my career, but to my whole life. I think of Bob the cricketer, the fellow commentator and pundit, the wine lover, music fan and enthusiast for so many of the finer things in life. Most of all, however, I think of Bob the man, and the enduring friendship that was to be a constant through almost all my adult years.

Among the vast store of memories, one that stands out above most others is when I first properly met him, just prior to my Test debut in 1977 at Trent Bridge as a twenty-one-year-old. Never one to be overcome with nerves, I was nonetheless slightly anxious. I was walking out to our net session the day before when I felt this big hand on my shoulder, belonging to someone I barely knew.

‘Just relax and enjoy it. You’re going to be fine,’ Bob told me.

As the day, and the match, progressed he went out of his way to make me feel comfortable. Him being a senior player, it left quite an impression. This sort of thing gets passed down the generations, and I resolved that when I got some kind of seniority I would try and behave in the same way to the new lads coming into the team.

Almost exactly forty years later, to the day, I was delighted to see Bob had been named by the ICC in the all-time England Test team, as voted by the fans to mark the 1,000th match being played.

Make no mistake, Bob was one of the very finest bowlers and that rarity, a genuine English quick. He used his height well and had real pace – if there was any bounce in the wicket he would extract it. I used to stand in the slips to him and very quickly I recognised that you needed to position yourself a couple of extra steps back. He was different from those other great England bowlers, Jimmy Anderson and Stuart Broad, in that he was a bang-it-in-the-wicket fast bowler. While he had that monster run-up for a lot of his career, it was also noticeable that he could be quick off fewer paces as well.

We would play 60 Tests together and take 476 wickets between us over a seven-year period. I loved opening the bowling with Bob. You could never complain when you had someone like that bowling at the other end. It is worth remembering that he would have taken even more wickets had there been neutral umpires for his whole career, especially as he played so many Tests in Australia, although we could all claim to have suffered a bit through that.

The fact that he played at a high level for so long was a testament to what a fighter he was, and not just in the sense that you knew he was always up for the battle. Bob was a bit wary of his own body and, because of the pounding his knees took on his approach to the crease, he often had to play through pain. I used to refer to his knees as Spaghetti Junction, as there were that many lines criss-crossing them, thanks to his operations. The surgical techniques were not as sophisticated at the time: it was more ‘get the carving knife out and off we go’. It is often forgotten that he nearly died because of a thrombosis caused by one of the operations.

His batting was brave, too. It gave hours of amusement watching him, and whenever he got to 20 it felt like a hundred. It was not elegant, but lacked nothing in determination.

Of course, to me he was much more than a bowling partner, and often he served as a mentor and big-brother figure. If I had a problem, on or off the field, we could sit down with a bottle of wine and talk it through. I did not lack self-confidence, whereas Bob was maybe a bit the other way, so we were quite good for each other like that. We could talk about the game or about our lives away from it, the good and the bad. I trusted him and he was always there.

In these pages the many dimensions of Bob’s character emerge, some of them less obvious to people who did not really know him. He was a relatively shy person by nature, and did not suffer fools. Some might have thought he was opinionated or miserable, but he was not like that at all and had this wonderful dry humour.

He also had a great sense of curiosity and was always up for organising things or doing something new. On one tour of Pakistan he decided not to take the team bus to the ground but instead rode as a pillion passenger on one of the police motorbikes. There he was, towering over the driver, a good yard taller. When he got to the ground, his hair was like a giant cobweb and the police rider was grinning from ear to ear.

That was another thing about Bob: he was great with ordinary people and had no airs and graces. Although he could count lots of famous friends from the world of cricket and way beyond that, he was always interested in people and their lives, whatever they did. I recall us driving up north around the time of the miners’ strike and being held up at a roadblock – we had to wait for an extra half-hour while Bob talked to everyone because he wanted to find out what was going on.

He was a lot of fun to be around. In our playing days, we had our regular watering holes to relax in all round the country, whether it was pints of Timothy Taylor’s at The Junction in Otley during Headingley matches, or the Number 15 wine bar in Manchester for Old Trafford games. Wherever we were in the world, if Bob Dylan was playing within a 300-mile radius, I would get dragged along.

After our playing days were over and we worked on television together, there were rounds of golf at Wentworth or Sunningdale – unlike his bowling action, nobody ever copied Bob’s swing – followed by some very long lunches. On tour for Sky, there was the simple pleasure of playing cards during rain delays, or exploring what the local wine producers had to offer. He knew his stuff about a lot of subjects and had a proper knowledge of wine.

The thing he knew more about than anything, though, was cricket. Not just the technical side of the game – he was also well ahead of his time with his ideas about how it should be run. He would write these papers and get me to read them to see what I thought about his vision for four-day cricket, different divisions or other matters. I felt it was a great shame that the authorities did not listen to him enough, because usually what he came up with was pretty sound.

Just as he was irreplaceable as a player, he was unique as a commentator and pundit on TV. Some may have thought he was negative, but I knew how much he cared, and how proud as punch he was when England did well. The Verdict became his niche, and it built up a large cult following, with lots of people I know making sure they recorded it if they could not see it live. Players would watch it, and doubtless some of them would be hoping that it was not their number coming up that night. It was born out of his passion for the game.

The time in 2015 when Andrew Strauss asked him to speak to the current crop of England pace bowlers – Bob was as nervous about that as he would have been going in to face Dennis Lillee or Jeff Thomson. ‘Don’t worry, the worst that can happen is that they lynch you,’ I told him. In the end he enjoyed it tremendously, and I am sure they found it worthwhile, once they saw there was more to him than putting a wig on and acting the judge.

Of course, the abiding memory most people will have of Bob is Headingley 1981, and I am not much different. He was under huge pressure going into that, playing for his England career. When Mike Brearley told him to let it rip as he ran in down the hill, it became a masterclass of delivering the highest-quality performance at a time the team needed it most. I would be the first to say that he deserves a massive share of the credit for what happened in that game and that series. The last day at Leeds and his 8–43 was one of the most extraordinary things I was ever lucky enough to witness close up.

So I think about Bob a lot, never more so than when I am in a hut that I have in my garden. It contains a few bottles of wine, among which I know would be a few of his favourites, like a South Australian Riesling or a New Zealand Chardonnay. I will crack one open sometimes, and it will be one of those many occasions when I wonder, ‘What would Bob think about this?’





Editor’s Preface

In the old days Wednesdays were half-day closing. So it was to prove to be on Wednesday, 4 December 2019, at Parkside Hospital, by Wimbledon Common, where at just after 2 p.m. my brother, Bob Willis, moved from one life to the next.

A group of close friends and family had assembled that morning to join Bob’s wife, Lauren, as she kept vigil at his bedside. That had been the pattern for almost a week, but this time the smiles of the nursing and support staff were a little more anxious, a little briefer. Did they know it was the day that Bob would leave us? I think they probably did.

On that last busy morning the ever-present group of Lauren, Bob’s daughter, Katie, and I were joined by Lauren’s mother and Lauren’s best friend, Mitzi, over from Australia. Soon to arrive were two of Bob’s greatest mates: the former England fast bowlers David Brown, his mentor at Warwickshire, and J.K. Lever from Essex and all points east. Beefy Botham had visited a few days earlier and Paul (Walter) Allott was due down from Manchester by about midday. (What was it about fast bowlers? It seemed that all of Bob’s very closest friends had earned a crust the hard way, not a spinner or batsman in sight – although Botham and Allott might not like their efforts with the bat to be dismissed so lightly.)

Bob was drifting in and out of consciousness by this stage, with the gentle strains of some of his favourite Bob Dylan songs heavily scenting the background. Many tears were shed that day and it was remarkable to see large, experienced, world-worn men sobbing uncontrollably as they made their way out of the hospital and back to their cars.

Would Walter Allott make it in time? A train delay, a problem with a taxi up the hill from Putney . . . but then just five minutes before Bob left us Walter arrived and squeezed Bob’s hand. Bob squeezed back and that was that.

 

After some very sad final farewells we retreated to Bob and Lauren’s flat at Mortlake. Corks were pulled, tears were wiped and Mitzi composed half a dozen lines for a press release. It was agreed that as Bob had worked for Sky television for more than twenty years, they should have the news first, so it was duly despatched to Sky Sports, just before 4 p.m.

We watched the television expectantly as the news flash was passed to Vicky Gomersall, who was on the news desk with Jim White that quiet and peaceful afternoon. She began to read it out on air but only made it halfway through before succumbing to tears as she realised what she was reading. Jim White took over and was also clearly very affected by the announcement.

Now at least the world knew, and its reaction was extraordinary. All our phones seemed to ring non-stop for the next few hours. Bob’s death was high up on the evening news broadcasts; clips were played; seemingly everybody he had ever met or played with was ready to give a quote – all badly shaken, all very distraught.

The newspapers the following morning were filled with lengthy obituaries – four back pages in the Daily Mail, front-page headlines in the broadsheets – tributes flowing in from around the world. Nobody realised quite how many people he had touched, how many people were genuinely fond of him and how many lives he had entertained for so many years.

 

So, how did this book come about? Back in 2019 Roddy Bloomfield, the doyen of sports publishers in the UK and a friend of Bob’s, had been considering working with him on a new autobiography – before Bob became too ill to continue with the project. Seeing the enormous outpouring of grief and affection towards Bob simply confirmed Roddy’s conviction that a book in his memory would be a fitting tribute.

Meetings were arranged and one of Bob’s closest friends in the media, Daily Mail sportswriter Mike Dickson, was approached to provide some biographical chapters. In addition there would be tributes from a host of personalities who had known Bob well, as well as chapters celebrating his finest hour at Headingley in 1981 and a number of other key matches, a selection of Bob’s own writing and on-air sayings, and a collection of some of the many tributes and messages that appeared in the press and on social media. Photographs would be selected by Lauren to complete a genuine testament to the memory of one of England’s most compelling sporting characters.

Everybody involved in the project is very keen for the book that has resulted to do well and hopes that it will interest readers not just in England, but also in Australia, where Bob had many close friends; in India, a country he much admired; and in many other parts of the cricketing world.

The book is not a commercial venture for the Willis family, however. Bob’s cancer was diagnosed late and had already spread to his bones. Lauren is passionate about the importance of improving early testing of the disease and funding research in this crucial area. She and Katie will be donating the full advance payment and royalties on this book, less expenses, to Prostate Cancer UK.

 

David Willis





Part I

Robert George Dylan

Willis: A Life

by Mike Dickson





1

Forever Young

The stark and beautiful melody of Bob Dylan’s ‘Not Dark Yet’ filled the chapel when, just before Christmas, a collection of family and friends came together to say farewell to Bob Willis. It was, of course, no surprise that Dylan had been selected as a soundtrack to mark the sombre occasion. Everyone knew how much his music meant to the man people had gathered to remember.

‘Shadows are falling and I’ve been here all day/It’s too hot to sleep, time is running away’ are the opening lines to one of the songs highest up the Willis playlist. ‘Don’t even hear a murmur of a prayer/It’s not dark yet, but it’s getting there’ is how this particular Dylan masterpiece concludes.

The decision – as a teenager – to add the Dylan forename was only one indication that England’s celebrated fast bowler was a man of many parts. In common with a lot of the most interesting professional athletes, he did not grow up anticipating that he would find fame as an international sportsman.

Certainly he could not have expected that his passing, on 4 December 2019, would elicit such a tsunami of coverage in the media. The outpouring was one of genuine affection and respect, and no little shock for the vast majority, who were unaware his illness had been at such an advanced stage. Bob’s final few overs were bowled up the hill and into a strong wind, but he never complained.

The service reflected on a life less ordinary. Bob’s brother David, wearing a blue summer jacket that had belonged to his sibling and was one of his favourites, spoke about all that he had packed into seventy years. Paul Allott, not just a friend but a fellow commentator and one-time England team-mate, addressed more specifically his professional achievements.

Bob’s time on this earth was one roughly divided into two parts – the first being the portion that featured remarkable feats on the field of play, the second working in business and then the media. It reflects the old adage that anyone who plays professional sport dies twice: initially when their time is up as an athlete, and later when their life meets the end that everyone is destined for.

The many tributes that were paid in the wake of Bob’s death had certain themes running through them. There was the obvious passion for the sport at which he made his living, and also the fact that he was a man with an enormous hinterland, whose interests extended way beyond England’s summer sporting obsession. The cover of the service sheet was further evidence. It featured a joyous picture of him standing to take the applause of the Centre Court during one of his visits to Wimbledon’s Royal Box, tennis being one of the other sports he enjoyed. The playing of Wagner at the service, alongside Dylan, had been another nod to his wide-ranging musical tastes.

Perhaps there was one aspect that permeated through the many kind words said about him more than any other. That was the difference between some public perceptions and the reality. As he happily admitted himself, whilst he was racking up 90 Tests, 64 one-day internationals and 308 first-class appearances with Surrey and Warwickshire, he found it hard to actually enjoy the game. The struggle to achieve success meant so much that it was difficult to ‘stop and smell the roses’. The image generated by a slightly stern external demeanour may have been reinforced, subsequently, by becoming the most trenchant analyst of cricket in the media.

Those who met him, or knew him, quickly understood that what he was really like was very different. The generosity of spirit, humour and humanity soon shone through upon acquaintance.

Mark Butcher, former England opener and latterly a broadcasting colleague, went on what might be considered a fairly typical journey in his relationship with Bob. ‘As a player, before I had any real knowledge of him as a man, he was kind of terrifying,’ recalled Butcher while talking to Cricinfo. He first had an inkling of what to expect when, while still a player, he swapped a joke with Bob at a hotel in Chittagong, on tour in Bangladesh. ‘As things progressed, Bob was the funniest, warmest, most generous and interesting bloke that I have worked with. The public perception might have been of a miserable old sod . . . but it couldn’t be further from the truth.’

Butcher was only one of many who would enjoy Bob’s wry observations about the human condition and his wide-ranging knowledge of all sorts of subjects. His views on wine, for example, were about as strong, and well-informed, as his views on cricket. He was a good cook who appreciated food. He liked the theatre and the cinema. He was a keen follower and player of other sports, notably football, tennis and golf. He was perhaps not the most elegant practitioner of the last two, which will not come as a huge surprise to the millions familiar with that unorthodox gallop to the crease before delivering a cricket ball at high speed.

But then Bob did not grow up in an era when talent was honed through early county age-group teams, progressing on to academies. There was no hothouse in which, from a young age, he was prepared for the institutionalised life of a modern professional.

This contributed to him defying simplistic description, his character being one of fascinating contradictions. He was a serious person, but one who did not take himself too seriously at all. In his cricketing life he had a rebellious streak, while at key forks in the road he often sided with the establishment. He could come across as forbidding, but was the most approachable of high-profile figures. He was England’s proud and fierce Ashes warrior, who loved Australia.

In short, the most interesting of men, fast and fearless.





2

No Time to Think

When it came to remembering Bob Willis, it was notable how many people reminisced about how, while playing in the garden, they used to copy his highly distinctive bowling action. If imitation is the sincerest form of flattery, he should have been pleased. That helter-skelter, veering run, the frantic arms and legs, the idiosyncratic pump of the wrist – it clearly left an indelible impression.

It will come as no surprise that this was honed not by some sophisticated instruction, but through years of extremely competitive games of cricket at home and at the local recreation ground with older brother David. School and club, too, but the Willis method was certainly not one that would be found in any coaching manual.

David explains that it was a question of maximising what he had, and that it came together over time. At one stage his run-up was a more straight diagonal charge to the crease, but it evolved. In contrast to the modern era of constant video analysis, he never saw himself bowl until watching some highlights on the television.

There was a big growth spurt around late puberty that propelled Bob to his height of 6 ft 6 in, and only then did the thought arise that he might turn out to have plenty of potential. ‘He was a very big unit and it took a long run for him to get the momentum to reach the crease at pace,’ reflects David. ‘He had very little upper-body strength and so relied on speed at the crease and a fast arm action. You could see bits of it coming together when we played together as children, but it was something that evolved gradually.

‘Someone like John Snow was much smoother and had much more upper-body strength. Bob just ran in at the stumps and tried to arrive at the crease at maximum pace. He was all rhythm, and if the rhythm wasn’t there he just couldn’t bowl.’

This illuminates why no-balls were an enduring problem through his career – a record 939 of them were bowled for England – not that such things were any consideration in his formative years.

Bob was born in Sunderland, where his father, Ted, was a sub-editor on the Sunderland Echo. Though journalism was not a profession that Bob always sympathised with during his playing career, it nonetheless had provided some insight for future reference. His parents had actually met in Canada, where Ted was stationed with the RAF during the war. Mother Anne was English, but had been living there at the time.

The stay in the north-east was brief, as they only remained there for a few months after his birth, before a job switch took the family a little further south. He and siblings David and Ann moved with their parents to Manchester after his father found work on The Guardian. Lancashire also proved a temporary stop, just about long enough for Bob to develop an affinity with Manchester City.

After five years his father successfully applied for a position on the BBC newsdesk in London, and they installed themselves in the Surrey commuter town of Cobham, now perhaps best known as the base of millionaire Chelsea footballers. The Willis family abode did not involve a mansion with wrought-iron gates, however. They lived in a three-bedroom semi in Bray Road, and while it was a childhood short on luxuries, they did not go without any essentials.

Fortuitously, it was also close to Stoke D’Abernon cricket club, which became a focal point of summer activity for the sports-mad Willis brothers and their father. Soon Bob was shadowing the club’s scorer during games at the weekend, although the growing obsession with cricket went even further than that. When Test matches were on, the two brothers struck on the idea of setting up a blackboard adjacent to the platform at the local station. They would scribble out the updated score from the radio, for the benefit of commuters coming off the train.

Although not particularly motivated by academic work, the youngest Willis sibling evidently had some natural brainpower. To his surprise, and the delight of his parents, he became the only pupil from his primary-school year group of 105 to pass the eleven-plus exam and gain a place at Guildford’s prestigious Royal Grammar School. The expense of uniforms and the like was considerable, but his admission was a source of family pride.

It is fair to say that Bob did not view his days at RGS, overall, with a great deal of affection, but most of the time he was grateful for the cricketing opportunities it offered. For him the massive change came when he hit the ever-awkward age of fourteen. Within barely eighteen months he went from 5 ft 6 in to 6 ft 4 in, and his speed as a bowler increased accordingly.

Regarded as an all-rounder, he found himself playing up a year in the school age-group cricket teams, which was a mixed blessing. His cricket was developing fast, but it also brought with it a degree of jealousy from his contemporaries, marking him as something of an outsider. He began to feel more comfortable in the company of pupils above his year, and his size meant that he was quickly asked to play for the Old Boys’ team at both cricket and football. Thereby began, at an early age, a lifelong fondness for what he considered to be proper beer.

The sense of feeling out of place was exacerbated by being held back a year after flunking his O levels. This was not an easy time all round, as his brother recalls: ‘My mother moved her own mother over from Canada to live with us without much consultation,’ says David. ‘It caused a lot of tension in the house, and for a period of months we moved out, living apart from our father. We got through it and came back together as a family, but it was unsettling for everyone and didn’t come at a great time, with Bob and me in our teens.’

There was also the issue of having to play rugby, which led Bob to hold a long-term aversion to the sport. Never quite understanding the attraction of the physicality involved in the oval-ball game, and being of lanky build, he hated having to play in the scrum among contemporaries with whom he felt no affinity. Nor did he get on with the coaches, some of whom he considered to border on the sadistic.

This did, however, have some benefit when it came to his beloved cricket. Come the summer months – and the opportunity to get a small, hard leather ball in his hands – he was motivated to exact retribution against some of those who had made his life miserable in the winter. The sense of teenage rebellion extended to refusing to wear a cap atop his burgeoning mop of hair, and the addition of Dylan to his forenames by deed poll was a similar gesture.

‘I was a thoroughly disagreeable young man,’ he summarised in his 1985 autobiography, Lasting the Pace. Detentions and academic struggles were a constant feature, but the beacon of hope was cricket. Around the school circuit that RGS participated in he was gaining a reputation for being fearsomely quick. This came at the expense of his batting, as he was increasingly pigeonholed. On the upside, the self-esteem gained by putting the fear of God into young opposition was a bulwark against the other difficulties experienced at school.

A call-up for the Surrey Schools team was to come as he wrestled with A levels, and with it a first experience of what were to be many cricket tours. This came in the shape of a Surrey Young Cricketers’ trip down to the West Country. Thoughts of a professional career were still distant, and he set his sights on joining brother David at university. Yet when his last exams yielded just one A-level pass, that particular avenue was shut down. The job market beckoned for the self-described stroppy youngster, whose main talent was launching a cricket ball at unlikely pace.

 

It was now the summer of 1968, with flower power in its pomp and a somewhat resentful graduate of the Royal Grammar School on the loose, searching for his purpose. At least his social life had improved through constantly playing cricket with Cobham Avorians club, where he was learning the joys of post-match festivities and the art of drinking.

While his parents were keen for him to get a sensible job, glimmers of a more exciting future were starting to appear. Several accomplished performances for the county’s Young Cricketers’ side led, that August, to an invitation to play for Surrey’s second team on a mini-tour of matches that would take in Worcestershire and Glamorgan. Bob’s main memory of this was of getting fleeced in the pub games of spoof he felt obliged to participate in, soon losing the fiver his father had slipped into his hand for out-of-pocket expenses. He bowled decently without making a huge splash. It was nonetheless enough for him to quietly believe that making a living from the game might be within reach.

Reality hit with a thud at the onset of winter. A string of failed job applications saw the fledgling professional bowler having to settle for life as a petrol-pump attendant five miles away, via bike, in Effingham.

The dark months were to be happily broken up by selection to join a Surrey and Middlesex youth side on a tour of Pakistan over Christmas. For all the privations, and some homesickness during the festive period, Bob looked back on this trip with affection because of the esprit de corps it engendered. While they were overmatched on the field and had to stay at such places as an army camp in Peshawar, he enjoyed it more than any other subsequent trip to the country. One fellow traveller, Graham Barlow, went on to be an England colleague.

That constant source of fascination, the Willis action, was now embedded in his muscle memory, and it came under the spotlight upon his return to the UK and winter nets with Surrey. The coach, Arthur McIntyre, felt that something more orthodox was required and tried to reshape it. The results bordered on the comic, with Bob all over the place and several times bowling into the side netting and even the next lane. It was quickly decided to leave well alone, and McIntyre had clearly seen something he liked. In March 1969 Bob was pulled aside after one dreary indoor session at Crystal Palace and offered a season’s trial with Surrey, paying £12.50 per week.

 

Any initial euphoria about becoming a contracted professional cricketer did not last long into the summer of 1969. For a start his parents, when confronted with the reality, were less enamoured than ever with the idea. Bob’s innocent expectations were also quickly dashed as he failed to even make the second team at the start of the season, suffering the humiliation of being used as a makeshift scorer. One evening in May he came home in tears and flung his cricket bag down in the kitchen, feeling ready to give up and settle for a more conventional life. The next morning he came down to find his father had cleaned his kit and packed it neatly, with the instruction that if he was to make a proper go of cricket he needed to look the part.

Ted Willis was not a man who would use ten words when one would do, and while he had reservations about his son’s choice of career he was quietly supportive. ‘Fundamentally he and Bob had a good relationship,’ says David. ‘They were temperamentally quite alike – shy in quite a lot of ways, but with a dry sense of humour.’

The paternal intervention was crucial on this occasion. The young Willis gradually settled in at Surrey and in July was asked to play for the first team in a one-off game against Scotland. Bob took 3–13 in the first innings, putting him in a strong position when a break presented itself the following month. Improbable as it may seem now, Bob’s good friend and fellow Surrey paceman Jim Cumbes had been summoned back early to attend pre-season with his winter employers, Tranmere Rovers, where he was a goalkeeper. This, coupled with Test call-ups, had left the first team short for two away matches, versus Yorkshire at the atmospheric seaside venue of Scarborough’s North Marine Road, and then against Nottinghamshire at Trent Bridge.

Having hitched a lift and spent the journey north crammed into the back seat of team-mate Younis Ahmed’s Hillman Imp, Bob played a modest part in a narrow victory. He bowled Barrie Leadbeater, after taking the new ball, to record his initial first-class victim. It was when they moved down to Nottingham that he properly announced himself, late on the first day of the match. By the close the home team were 26–4, with the rookie opening bowler having claimed all four wickets. Again the elation was short-lived as the following day he took some punishment, with Garry Sobers almost hitting him for six back over his head off the first ball. Still, he emerged with figures of 5–78, and a few more Surrey appearances were clocked up by the end of the summer.

In those days there was no wintering away for young players, even one who had now been offered a contract for the coming season. Reality hit again in the form of job hunting, which led to a stint working in the billing department of Harrods, commuting in from Cobham every day. While he did not find settling up the personal accounts of the store’s well-heeled customers exactly scintillating, he came to look back on his time working in such mundane jobs as grounding. He also enjoyed the substantial discount employees could use for their own shopping, while in the evenings he developed his hobby of going to concerts, both contemporary and classical.

This humble if happy enough routine was livened up by playing as a goalkeeper in the lower rungs of semi-professional football, for Guildford City Reserves. Contrary to his cricketing experiences, he found the other players took it more seriously than him, which was not entirely to his liking. It was also a winter when Geoff Howarth, the New Zealand batsman and Surrey team-mate, lodged with the Willis family, and they became firm friends. They could not have known that one day they would captain against one another in a Test series.

 

While he was very much a Surrey lad, Bob’s relationship with the county was never an entirely straightforward one, and the summer of 1970 saw his full introduction to the political highways and byways of the professional game. It was something of an eye-opener in terms of all the dressing-room wrangles he would encounter, until the end of his playing days and beyond.

The county was stocked with good players, yet this was not a particularly happy era in its history. The first team was riven with splits and had a reputation around the circuit for being surly. The home pitches, at the time, were hard work for the quicker bowlers and there was an air of suspicion felt towards the younger players by those more senior. By now accustomed to the social side of the game, Bob often found himself going out for a drink with the opposition after a day’s work rather than his team-mates, who would usually opt to disperse home. (One of the few exceptions was Robin Jackman, with whom he was sometimes competing for a place in the attack.) The situation was not helped by the feudal attitude of the committee, who had an almost non-existent relationship with those inside the dressing room.

Despite an atmosphere that was not exactly conducive to enjoyment, Bob’s career was starting to motor. Although he ended the season in the second team, he had come close to establishing himself as a regular first-teamer, and notched up 14 first-class appearances, taking 40 wickets at 28 apiece. At the very least he knew he now belonged at that level, and the self-doubt which had plagued him the previous season was a thing of the past.

Another winter loomed of making ends meet while longing for summer. This time the source of employment came from Surrey, who were looking for coaches to work with children down at their indoor Crystal Palace base. Sensing that it was time to spread his wings, Bob moved into a one-bedroom flat in Streatham with one of the older boys he had befriended at Guildford RGS, Martin Tyler. As with Howarth, it was a case of two young men living together who would later make much bigger names for themselves, in Tyler’s case becoming one of English football’s best-known TV commentators. Both would confirm that the young Surrey player was the more domesticated of the two.

The primarily cricket half of the flatshare was also enjoying his football again. Bob had been approached by Corinthian Casuals, the venerable amateur team who competed with semi-professionals, and he happily accepted the offer to become their goalkeeper. There was some surprise when he was informed that his debut would be in the first qualifying round of the FA Cup, away to Hornchurch. Leading 2–0 with ten minutes to go, they contrived to lose 3–2, and that was with the new goalie saving a late penalty. They often struggled against more thoroughly prepared teams, but the post-match enjoyment more than made up for it. Eventually they actually won a match, after thirteen successive defeats.

It was a contented and carefree existence, with Bob going in every day to Crystal Palace to coach, expecting the routine to continue until the days started getting longer and warmer.

That is, until one morning in mid-November, when he was summoned from the nets to take a call in the office. He





[image: clip0011]

[image: clip0012]

[image: clip0013]

[image: clip0014]

[image: clip0015]

[image: clip0016]

[image: clip0017]

[image: clip0018]



OPF/clip0011.png





OPF/clip0012.png
Bl st  pster ofthe o cawed  Crcketfn Elton John ok fr the camera
avoc vt his O level, i Wlong ousical with David Cowerbefor oning Bob nd
bero Bob Dylan. st o lunch i Sydney i 1963

HisCrenet callngs?Tn 1984, B s teach Mlammsd AL he secreof brug
chnique tha rought it econd 55 ot urs n Tt s prploed Wariclabise
team-mas Dearis A ooks on.






OPF/clip0017.png





OPF/toc.xhtml


  Bob Willis - A Cricketer and a Gentleman



  



  



			Cover



			Title Page



			Imprint Page



			Dedication



			Contents



			Epigraph



			Foreword by Sir Ian Botham



			Editor’s Preface by David Willis



			Part I - Robert George Dylan Willis



			1 Forever Young



			2 No Time to Think



			3 The Times They Are a-Changin’



			4 Hurricane



			5 Pay in Blood



			6 Political World



			7 When the Deal Goes Down



			8 Beyond the Horizon



			9 Dignity



			Part II - A Celebration



			10 Headingley, 1981



			11 If Not For You



			12 Six Memorable Matches



			13 In His Own Words



			14 Chainsaw Bob



			15 Upon Hearing the News



			16 Farewell, Bob



			Acknowledgements



			Copyright Acknowledgements



			Picture Section 1



			Picture Section 2











  



OPF/clip0015.png
Bebind the scnes with Sky collagues Michael Athertom David Gove and I Borbam 1
Edgbaston n 2017 Makin his ends g s someehing tha came naurly.

Joming James Andersen o Root and Dad Gwer t Edghaton 1 2018 252 mamber
of Engfand sl timegratest X1, vored by s — s of the csbatonsfor the 1000t
Enghnd Tet match.






OPF/titlepg_2line_logo_zoom2.jpg
HopDER G
sty





OPF/clip0016.png
"4 day without e i oy vithout sunsbine, Al e 0 s Rt River Valley
Chandonnay st ane ofhie v vineis La Crens in Hedebug, Cabforia — i 2016,

‘Wit winemaber Gooff Ml n of i many clse inds i Adelaid,at Gooffs






OPF/clip0014.png
|

Discsing boghcod heoss an the Spse of Crckr with S John Major i an v o
e G shou the v prims it bk More Thin G 1n 2007,

Desit: plying whou the prtecionof et contcts, Bl and Tan Botham re el
among England op four endng Tt vicket-taars. Her they mak ther achievenent with
the clrent 1 e, Jmes Anderion and Saae Broad,t Heaigly In 2017,






OPF/cover.jpg
Foreword by
Sir Ian Botham

Edited by
David Willis

\

\ S 4 - AE

{:





OPF/clip0013.png
Enjying ot o Rfa i hisrse oo s s sport B kv Here s
e Fu Al o hlday n Wet - moved by h unspted splane fr g
Susecin 2013 prsented 1 the crod ¢ Wimbldon n 2012

Hamning i up wth Davi Lid n s ke pesformance of Busble and Gramble, shovwnon
Shyin s hnch neral dtng Englands Tt agane It ar Southampton n 2015,






OPF/clip0018.png
Laures cubs ibute 1o Bob, Bob nd Lauen o their g doy
Richmand in 2015

‘St ll round  vrh Ko, Lase an oo fend Loutse Moranse Lo n 2015,






