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  FOREWORD


  Only a handful of international cricketers have seen their personal popularity extend beyond the boundaries of their homeland. AB de Villiers can
  be included in this very select group of globally acclaimed superstars.


  It was during the 2015 Indian Premier League when, together with other members of the coaching staff of the Mumbai Indians, we watched AB destroy our bowling attack and win the game for Royal
  Challengers Bangalore. He was batting for the visiting side, but the Mumbai crowd  our supporters  chanted his name before every single delivery that he faced.


  ABD! ABD! ABD! ABD! ABD!


  The chant rang around the entire stadium. I had heard an Indian crowd chant before, but not like this. It was freaky.


  ABs innings was extraordinary, full of amazing footwork, brilliant strokes and brilliant improvisation. I was sitting beside my fellow Mumbai coach Ricky Ponting, watching in awe, and
  when it was all over the former Australian captain turned to me and pointed out that each of ABs shots had been played into a gap.


  Thats not luck, he said. That is genius.


  I arrived back at our hotel, somewhat grumpy after our heavy defeat. My wife, Melanie, who had watched on TV, observed: Oh well, it must be a bit of a consolation that the game was won by
  your boy.


  She was right. AB was my boy, not because I played any significant part in developing his talent but because, ever since he had made his debut for the Proteas in 2004, his approach to the game
   his positive batting and his energetic presence in the field  resembled the way I played during my international career, which ended the year before, in 2003.


  At times, it felt as if AB had seized the torch from me and was taking it to an altogether higher and unimagined level.


  His complete destruction of the West Indian attack in Sydney during the 2015 World Cup was so ruthless, so complete and so breathtaking that it left me feeling genuinely sorry for the
  bowlers.


  It was incredible to watch. He was clearly loving the game, mastering the game and yet humbly respecting it at the same time.


  ABs career achievements so far have honoured cricket wherever the game is played and Ricky Ponting was 100% correct  hes a genius. I am honoured that AB asked me to write
  this Foreword to his autobiography and I always feel privileged to be associated with him in any way.


  Jonty Rhodes


  March 2016


  JONTY RHODES played 52 Tests and 245 one-day internationals for South Africa between 1992 and 2003, scoring more than 8 000 runs. Through his
  infectious energy and brilliant fielding, he became the most recognisable face in the Proteas team that emerged from isolation. He now works in the media and as a coach.


  


  CHAPTER 1


  GLORY


  Someone else should bat.


  It is Sunday, 18 January 2015. South Africa are playing a one-day international at the Wanderers Stadium in Johannesburg and a capacity crowd is enjoying the warm sunshine. Sent in to bat,
  openers Hashim Amla and Rilee Rossouw are playing brilliantly, building the ideal platform for a winning total.


  In the changing room, as our score passes 200 without loss, I approach Russell Domingo, our coach.


  Let Dave Miller go in next, coach, I say. This is perfect for him.


  No, Abbas, youre next, he replies, firmly.


  That doesnt make sense. Sulieman Benn still has two overs to bowl and, if somebody gets out, Miller should go in and have a full go at the left-arm spinner who typically turns the ball in
  to the left-hander. The situation is made for him. Were 1-0 up in the five-match series, and were expected to win, but we need to take every opportunity.


  Amla and Rossouw are still going well, dominating, taking the score past 220. Its worth another try.


  Coach, Im serious. Dave should go next.


  No, youre the best man for this situation.


  The scoreboard keeps moving as Hash strokes another boundary through extra cover.


  Im sitting on the physiotherapy bed in our dressing room. Dale Steyn, Faf du Plessis and Farhaan Behardien are around, and were enjoying the buzz of another
  pink Sunday at the Wanderers, the annual ODI when the Proteas and most of the spectators dress in pink to raise funds for and awareness of the fight against breast cancer. Im
  nervous. This is my 177th one-day international but I feel as anxious as I did during my first.


  It will never change, I say out loud, to nobody in particular.


  What? Faf asks.


  The nerves  I always get so nervous before I bat.


  As I speak, Rilee is caught in the deep, out for 128. Our score is 247 for one. Im up next. I grab my bat and make my way down the stairs. As I do, I trip and stumble. Faf and Dale burst
  out laughing.


  Emerging from the long path leading down to the field, limbering up, loosening up, whirling my arms, for a moment, I become aware of the amazing stage  a beautiful summers day on
  the Highveld, the Bullring packed in pink, the Proteas going well, the crowd happy and excited. For an instant, I consider again how lucky I am to be playing this game for a living, to be
  representing my country and now to be captain of the national ODI team. Thats enough emotion! I consciously snap back into the moment, block out the sentiment, the noise, the atmosphere and
  the bubbling anticipation. Its time to focus on the task, to find a way of getting back into the zone and settling into a rhythm, always respecting the opposition and the game, earning the
  right to express myself and play my game.


  Hash has made 114 from 116 balls and he stands, waiting for me in the middle, so calm and controlled. Weve been playing cricket with and against each other since we were teenagers, for
  school, province and country, and hes always been such a high-quality person and such a high-quality player.


  Ill have a look for one or two overs, I tell him, and well go from there.


  The plan is simple: Hash bats through the innings and I settle as quickly as possible and try to inject momentum, going for everything, and hopefully getting our total to
  around 350, out of reach.


  There are 69 deliveries left to be bowled.


  Jerome Taylor runs in and bowls  a slower ball  straight and full  there to be hit. My drive is not perfectly timed, but it flies past mid-on and away to the boundary.
  That feels good. Sometimes in this complex game, for no apparent reason, everything just feels right. That imperfect shot feels right, no question.


  The second ball is sliced, driven square for two, and the third is stunned down to third man for one, so I retain the strike for the 40th over, to be bowled by Andre Russell. I push a single to
  cover off the first ball and Hash takes a single off the second. Maybe this is the moment to accelerate.


  FOUR, clubbed over mid-off, one bounce to the boundary  SIX, moving outside off, pulled over square leg and into the crowd  FOUR, a straight ball driven over extra cover, two
  bounces to the boundary. SIX, improvising, flicking over square leg, crouching on my right knee, losing balance but managing to get the ball away.


  The scoreboard shows Ive reached 28 from eight balls. Everything feels right. I dont normally play like this so early in an innings, but I feel Im in a good place today.
  Im not premeditating the shot. Before the ball is bowled, I look around, check the fielders, see the space and decide where Im going to try to hit the ball. That usually leaves me
  with three or four shot options, and I pick one when I see the length.


  So, for example, if Ive decided to hit the ball on the leg side, Ill skip outside off, so a full delivery can be driven and a short ball can be pulled over mid-wicket; for anything
  pitched in between, Ill drop down on one knee and use my go-to lap shot, a flick over square leg, helping it on its way. Thats the plan. It doesnt always work.


  Taylor is back, and Hash glances a single from the first ball. As I look around the field, I see mid-off has been brought up to be one of the five fielders inside the
  circle, so I think Ill drive the next ball into that space. And thats what happens. Its a full toss and somehow the ball flies straight out of the middle and into the crowd for
  six.


  Reality returns with a bottom-edge miscue and a dot ball, an inside edge for two and an ungainly swipe for two more. Taylor is bowling well. As I try to reverse sweep the last ball of the over,
  I miss completely and scurry a leg bye. The stroke feels awkward. Mental note: this is not the day for the reverse sweep; theres no need to force the situation because I am hitting the ball
  well, so I must stick to my strokes in the V and use the lap shot occasionally, always trusting my gut.


  Weve reached 288 for one from 41 overs, and remain on track for around 350. Jason Holder is leading the West Indies ODI side for only the second time and the 23-year-old seamer admirably
  takes responsibility and takes the ball to bowl next. I drive a single to deep mid-on from his first ball, and Hash takes one from the second.


  Its time for full tonking mode again.


  SIX, moving outside off, lapping a full toss into the crowd behind square  SIX, opening the stance, creating room for a full swing of the bat and the ball goes over mid-off. The
  scoreboard announces I have reached 50 runs in 16 balls, setting a new world record in ODIs  but the records mean very little to me. Right now Im enjoying myself, loving the pink
  bedlam and simply trying to hit every ball out of the ground.


  SIX, another full-blooded, full swing of the bat, this time sending the ball a little too high and I watch anxiously as it just clears Marlon Samuels on the long-on boundary  FOUR, on
  one knee, slapped away through the covers for another boundary. In the stands all around, everyone seems to be standing and clapping. Im in the zone.


  My mum and dad are somewhere at the Wanderers, watching with young Benjamin, the three-year-old son of my older brother Jan, but I have only a vague idea where they are. Danielle, my wife, is
  expecting our first child and not feeling too great, so shes watching on television at home in Pretoria. In crazy times like these, when I am out there in the middle,
  more than anything, I want my family, friends and teammates to feel proud.


  We reach 312 for one with eight overs left, and my score is 61 from 18 balls. Hash says we can take the match away from the West Indians; we just need to keep going. Hes right.


  The 43rd over brings another six hooked into the roaring crowd at fine leg and a full toss guided to the third-man boundary, and the 44th brings two more boundaries, one edged past the keeper
  and one driven straight.


  Things have changed so much since my Proteas debut in 2004; then it was about getting into line and my go-to shot was the drive through cover or square. Now Im older and more experienced,
  and Im improvising and trying to play the ball as late as possible, working to hit the ball to areas where there are no fielders or sometimes, like now, just going the aerial route, trying
  to hit the ball as hard and as high as possible.


  The lap shot serves me well again, producing another six whipped over square leg in the 45th over, taking me to 88, and everything comes together again in the 46th over, bowled by Holder.


  Im constantly trying to work out what the bowler will do next. I watch the first two balls and, when I get on strike, for the third ball, the West Indies captain misses his length. I give
  myself some room and strike a drive straight back over his head for four. Im working hard. But what now? He will probably try to correct himself and bowl perhaps a full-length yorker,
  bringing my lap shot into play, or maybe a slower ball dropped short, making me swing early and mistime my shot. Either way, I plan to send the ball into the leg side. Focus. Concentrate.
  Whats he going to do?


  SIX, hes opted for the yorker, but I step outside off, turn it into a full toss and flick the ball over fine leg  SIX, he changes his angle, coming round the wicket, and
  its another full-length delivery picked up as a half-volley and whipped over square leg. The electronic scoreboard announces Ive reached 100 in 31 balls,
  creating a new world record for ODIs. The crowd roars and I raise my arms. Its a special moment, and I hug Hash in the middle of the wicket. OK, thats enough of that. I have learned
  over the years to contain my celebrations. Yes, Im obviously happy but, first, there is always still work to be done and, second, its important to show respect for the opponents and
  the game; so its acknowledge teammates, family and friends as quickly as possible, and then get on with it. Holder is ready to bowl. Focus. SIX, swinging straight and the ball narrowly
  clears Russell at mid-on.


  Our score reaches 383 for one, with four overs remaining. Were taking control.


  Chris Gayle, the world-class West Indian batsman and my teammate at Royal Challengers Bangalore in the Indian Premier League, walks across and says: Youre a legend.


  I feel embarrassed, awkward. I just laugh and reply: No, youre the legend.


  Sections of the crowd are chanting, in unison.


  AB! AB! AB! AB!


  This has happened before at the Wanderers. Its amazing. Never in my wildest dreams  and I dreamed a lot as a barefoot youngster growing up in a small town  did I ever
  imagine this could happen to me.


  Block it out. Think about the next task.


  The 47th over brings me a 12th six, backing away, driving over point, and Hash takes over in the 48th, crashing a fantastic drive to the extra-cover boundary and taking his own score to 152 from
  139 balls.


  Dwayne Smith bowls the 49th over of the innings and the magic carpet ride continues. SIX, driving a full toss over mid-wicket  SIX, stepping outside off and pulling the ball just over
  Benn at mid-on  FOUR, a yorker stunned and stabbed to the third-man boundary  SIX, a short ball pulled into the crowd behind square leg  SIX, a full swing of the bat sends
  the ball over the boundary at mid-off  TWO, slog-swept to mid-wicket.


  Weve reached 436 for one, with one over left.


  Russell is bowling and Hash drives a single off the first delivery. I swing the bat at the second, slicing the ball into the outfield. We run two. Russell moves to bowl around the wicket, firing
  the ball across me. I ought to respond, to take account of the new line and shift my stance to the off side, but I dont. Maybe Im getting tired. I swing at the third ball, and miss
  completely. Its a dot. The fourth delivery is a half-volley outside off. I try to drive it above cover point but my timing is not great and Jonathan Carter takes a comfortable catch on the
  boundary.


  Im out, and theres a hush around the stadium. Then the noise resumes as I walk briskly towards the dressing room. I never feel comfortable in the limelight, the centre of
  attention, and Im eager to reach the sanctuary of the dressing room, hoping the guys can finish the innings well.


  I sit down in my place, and take a deep breath.


  Did that just happen?


  Did that really happen?


  As the adrenalin subsides, I feel exhilarated and amazingly blessed.


  Our innings ends at 439 for two in 50 overs. In response, the West Indians score a respectable 291 for seven, but never threaten to overhaul our total. We take a 2-0 lead in the five-match
  series.


  It was an extraordinary day. But what really mattered?


  It really mattered that the Proteas played well as a team; that we played cricket to excite people both at the Wanderers and watching on television, inspiring them to follow, enjoy and play the
  game. It really mattered that we delivered a performance to help persuade our supporters, and perhaps ourselves, that, as a squad, we really do have the ability to perform well at the imminent 2015
  Cricket World Cup, and maybe even win it. For me, personally, it mattered that I had tried my best and made people proud.


  The records and the statistics genuinely dont matter at all. They are flashed across the television screen during the broadcast or printed in the newspapers the
  following day, but they dont make much difference. Records really do come and go. True glory is measured in the memories, the human emotions that endure and enhance peoples lives.


  Even so, cricket does lend itself to stats and the one-day international on 18 January 2015 produced a few worth repeating:


  Our total of 439 for two in 50 overs was a new record, passing the previous highest score by South Africa in a one-day international, the 438-9 when we reached a huge target to beat Australia in
  that famous match at the Wanderers in 2006; and our score was just four runs short of Sri Lankas record 443-9 against Netherlands in 2006.


  In my innings, I had managed to score 149 runs from 44 balls, including nine boundaries and 16 sixes. The 50 had been reached in 16 balls, a new ODI world record, beating the previous mark set
  by Sanath Jayasuriya, when he hit 50 from 17 balls for Sri Lanka against Pakistan in 1996; and the 100 had been reached in 31 balls, also setting a new ODI world record, beating Corey
  Andersons 36-ball century against the West Indies in 2014.


  The 16 sixes equalled the world record for the most sixes in an ODI innings, established by Rohit Sharma when he smashed that incredible 209 playing for India against Australia in 2013.


  Hash and I had added 192 runs in 67 balls, scoring at a run rate of 17.2 runs per over, the highest run rate for a partnership in excess of 100 runs ever recorded against any Test-playing
  nation.


  The 163 runs we scored in the last 10 overs of our innings were the most by any team in a one-day international since 2001.


  This was also the first time three batsmen had scored centuries in the same innings in a one-day international.


  The records made their way into the annals and history books.


  I drove home.


  For me, a major benefit of playing at the Wanderers is being able to drive home after the match and sleep in my own bed. On this occasion, after all that had happened on
  the pitch, amid all the friendly back-slapping and compliments after, I just wanted to get home and see Danielle. Straight after the usual team chat, I escaped from the noise and headed home to
  Pretoria.


  My cellphone battery was dead, and I was feeling calm and quiet as I turned left down Corlett Drive and left onto the M1 north, listening to music as I drove towards Midrand, suddenly feeling
  close to God.


  Thank you, I said out aloud.


  I am a Christian, a child of God.


  I strongly believe this book is not my story. It is the story of what God has planned and realised through me. I hope it can be read and understood as tales of His achievements, certainly not my
  personal achievements, and I would really like people to appreciate that whatever glory there may be needs to be clearly recognised as His glory, not mine.


  These lines will make some people feel uncomfortable. Im sorry. Religion can have that effect. I understand it is a personal and private matter, and I certainly do not wish to ram my
  convictions down anyones throat. With that said, however, my faith and my relationship with God are incredibly important to me and, after long consideration, and plenty of prayer,
  understanding the downside, I am not afraid publicly to recognise Gods role in my life.


  This doesnt mean I see myself as better than anyone else. I am not. This doesnt mean I see myself as morally superior to anyone else. I certainly am not. What it does mean,
  however, is that I try very hard to be receptive to the teachings of the Bible, that I am sincerely committed to the Word of God and that I aspire to lead my life in that way.


  Enjoying the peace of being alone in my car, driving home from the Wanderers to Pretoria that Sunday evening, I started to look at the trees and the clouds, and began to feel sentimental,
  emotional even.


  Quietly, privately, I recalled the two moments in my life when God spoke directly to me, two specific moments I have not previously described to anyone, not even to my
  parents.


  The first took place one evening in January 1995. We had been having a braai with our friends, the Erasmus family, at their farm, and we were heading home on the road from Settlers back to
  Warmbaths. My father was driving the Isuzu Frontier, with my mother in the passenger seat and my elder brothers Jan and Wessels in the back seat of the double cab. Aged 10, the youngest of three
  boys, I was alone, lying on a mattress in the back of the bakkie.


  Thinking about nothing in particular, staring at the stars, I suddenly started sobbing and then properly crying. It felt very strange. We were all Christians and, as a family, we generally went
  to church on a Sunday, but all of a sudden, lying on my back, I was overcome with a sense of Gods presence. Nothing like this had happened to me before.


  What was He saying?


  I tried to make sense of everything and decided He was telling me what sort of person He wanted me to be. He wanted me to stay humble and always to appreciate what I have. Maybe He saw me as a
  typical big-shot hero at primary school, selected for all the sports teams, strutting around the playground at break, thinking I was something special. But here, in the back of the bakkie, it felt
  as if I was being brought heavily down to earth.


  The second moment took place 14 years later on a boat in Sydney Harbour when, aged 24, I was a member of the South African cricket team celebrating our first series victory in Australia in the
  modern era.


  We had won the second Test in Melbourne by nine wickets, taking a decisive 2-0 lead in the series, and had immediately flown north to Sydney. The squad enjoyed what could be described as an
  unrestrained all-nighter, and some of us returned to our hotel around 6 am. For brothers Morn and Albie Morkel, Dale Steyn, Neil McKenzie and me, that meant only around 40 minutes
  sleep before we needed to head out again, joining some Australians who had invited us on a fishing trip.


  By 8 am, we were boarding the boat. It would be fair to say we were not exactly alert. The hangovers were universally severe. I was man down, and my condition soon deteriorated because I almost
  always suffer from motion sickness on boats. The organisers had originally said we would be staying in the harbour and conditions would be calm, but someone suggested the fishing would be better if
  we headed out to the open sea. My heart sank at the prospect but, ever willing to go with the flow and be the team man, I said nothing and resolved to suffer in silence.


  Maybe I didnt look too healthy as the boat started to soar and dive on an ever-increasing swell.


  Are you sure youll be all right? Morne asked me.


  Yeah, I replied, lying.


  Before long, I made my way to an upper deck and found a place where I could lie down on my own. There was absolutely no protection from a burning sun, and I was severely dehydrated, feeling
  terrible and getting worse by the minute. One hour passed, then another, and another 


  Morn popped up to check on me. You OK?


  Its no problem. Im fine, I lied, again.


  Then, all of a sudden, out of the blue, something hit me and I began crying uncontrollably. I lay there, distantly aware of the excited banter among the fishermen on the deck below, crying my
  eyes out, once again feeling as if my body was being filled with the Holy Spirit.


  The core message seemed essentially the same as it had been on the back of the bakkie all those years before, just as blunt and just as uncompromising. He seemed to be saying: What on
  earth do you think you are doing? Who on earth do you think you are? Some kind of hot-shot international cricketer, scoring runs and winning Test series with the Proteas, thinking you are special,
  getting drunk too often, taking yourself too seriously? You need to stay humble. You need to make time for the people who are close to you  and you need to appreciate
  what you have been given.


  I lay there on that boat, alone, sobbing, stunned.


  The boat eventually returned to harbour and I made my way back to the team hotel. As soon as I reached my room, I immediately phoned my mum and dad back in South Africa, and told them how much I
  loved them and appreciated everything they had done for me.


  For a second time, He had spoken, and I had listened.


  As my life continues to unfold, I know how fortunate I am to experience moments of glory, moments like the one-day international against the West Indies at the Wanderers on Sunday, 18 January
  2015, moments when everything falls into place and when everything goes my way, moments when I am being showered with praise and compliments.


  These are great moments. I am grateful, but I never need to be reminded that its never my glory. Its all His glory. I think I understand.


  


  CHAPTER 2


  20 MENTZ AVENUE


  Take that cap off now. Youre not worthy of wearing that cap.


  He was serious. I was shocked. All I had done was drop a catch off his bowling, but there was never going to be much of an argument. He was 22, and I was 11. So I did as I was told and removed
  my cap, my precious Jonty cap, the cap bought for me by my father when, on Friday, 17 November 1995, he took me to watch the second day of the first Test between South Africa and
  England at Centurion Park in Pretoria. For a young fast bowler named Shaun Pollock, it was his Test debut. For me, a boy in the crowd, it was my first ever experience of Test cricket.


  The cap was my souvenir of a special occasion. It was green and had the name of my hero, Jonty Rhodes, in gold across the front; it instantly became my most prized possession.


  You dont deserve it, repeated Gerrit Deist, the 22-year-old, a friend of my eldest brother Jan. As he spoke, he took the cap, threw it on the ground and trampled it into the
  dirt of our garden at 20 Mentz Avenue in Warmbaths.


  I could feel the tears welling.


  Dont cry, dont cry, I told myself, desperate not to look weak in front of Jan, 22, my middle brother Wessels, 17, and their friends, who had come to our house to play garden
  cricket, as they often did.


  To be clear, I was working rather than truly participating and I was only allowed to be present as the 11-year-old younger brother who happened to be around. My friends
  were never invited to play, and my role was strictly limited to carrying drinks, fielding and, just maybe, to bat at the end of the day.


  You can continue fielding, Gerrit said.


  OK, thanks, I replied.


  I understood my place, and scurried away to field on the square-leg boundary at Div Park, as we called the cricket ground we had created out of our garden, no longer wearing the Jonty cap.


  This incident is as clear in my mind as if it happened yesterday. It was conducted in jest, of course  Gerrit Deist was and remains a great friend to me and my brothers  but it
  does reflect the uncompromising environment in which I learned to play the game. Ever since those days, I have been primarily motivated by the challenge of proving myself worthy  worthy of
  just playing, worthy of being respected by the opposition.


  In my mind, respect is never earned by a natural ability to hit the ball or field well. Respect is only ever earned by being a fighter. Thats what I wanted to be. I wanted to be known as
  a fighter. There have been thousands of talented players, but there are only a handful of real fighters, and I wanted to be one of them.


  This particular game of garden cricket ran well into the afternoon and evening, and I fielded and fielded and fielded until, as the sun was setting, I heard the words I had been waiting all day
  to hear.


  OK, AB, you can bat now.


  This was my chance. Gerrit was bowling. He paced out his run-up as far as he could go, right back into the rose bed. It had been a long day. Everyone wanted to get me out quickly. I had other
  plans.


  Even now, whenever Im asked to name the best bowler I have ever faced, the answer that springs most quickly to mind is Gerrit Deist. Thats not the response I give in media
  interviews because it would need to be followed by a lengthy explanation but its the truth. We later played club cricket together for Tukkies; I faced him in the nets
  on numerous occasions and he always caused me problems.


  Back at Div Park, the odds were stacked against me.


  He was 22, and I was 11. He was a tall, strong fast bowler playing senior club cricket in Johannesburg. I was a laaitjie playing barefoot at Warmbaths Primary School. We were playing on a
  kikuyu wicket measuring around 14 yards, rather than the usual 22 yards, and we were playing with a tennis ball, covered with insulation tape on one side, making it swing dramatically in both
  directions.


  In fairness, Gerrit and the older boys did offer me one concession.


  They said that, since I was so small and my bat was so heavy, as the bowler ran in, I was allowed to rest my bat on top of the rubbish bin that served as our stumps. It was a Duncan Fearnley bat
  handed down to me by Wessels, and it was three or four sizes too large, too heavy for me to lift and hold at the top of my backlift. More than 20 years later, there are a few echoes of this
  improvised backlift in my technique today.


  I was ready. Focus, I told myself. Concentrate. Get into line. Fight. Dont give it away. Hit anything wide or short. Fight. Whatever you do, dont get out to the oke who
  trampled on your cap.


  Gerrit ran in and bowled, again and again, but he couldnt get me out. It was well after sunset, and they couldnt get me out. Next my brother Jan came charging in off a 30-yard run
  with everyone else crowded around the bat, and they still couldnt get me out. I wanted to show them I was worthy of wearing the cap.


  Fight. Get in line. Fight.


  They started sledging. I ignored it. At one stage, while running a single, they physically blocked the middle of the wicket. Soon afterwards, I was actually lifted off my feet as I ran.


  Thats not fair, I protested. Ill tell Mom and Dad.


  Do that and youll never be allowed to play again, came the reply.


  No matter, I held my ground. I was fighting, loving every minute of the contest, intently watching every fast, seaming delivery. Concentrate, I urged myself. Focus, get
  into the line. Dont get out.


  In the end, Jan decided enough was enough and hurled the ball at my back. I immediately burst into tears, and my mother emerged from the kitchen to call stumps at the end of an unforgettable
  day.


  I retrieved the Jonty cap and put it on my head. The older boys left, oblivious to my emotions and excitement. I didnt care. I felt worthy and deserving, and that was all that
  mattered.


  Div Park was special.


  My brothers made it so.


  Our family lived at 20 Mentz Avenue, on a large corner plot not far from the centre of Warmbaths, the town now known as Bela-Bela, an hours drive north of Pretoria. The garden included
  large trees and an open lawn at least 30 metres long and 20 metres wide, the ideal location for what the three De Villiers boys considered a proper cricket ground in every respect.


  Jan and Wessels thought of everything. They grew the kikuyu grass from seed. They borrowed from the local high school a proper roller, which somehow remained in our garden for a
  few years. On one occasion, I was woken at 1 am in the morning and told to help roll the wicket for the next days match.


  The three of us were regular players, together with Gerrit Deist, another friend Gerald Pieterse and by far the best player in the group, Martin van Jaarsveld, a friend of my brother Jan.


  Martin  or Jarre, as we called him  was an exceptionally talented cricketer, 10 years older than me, who played regularly in our garden and who advanced all the way
  through the Northern Transvaal and Titans provincial squads to make his Test debut for South Africa in 2002. He blazed a trail that I was proud to follow.


  At Div Park, there were no rules about retiring when you reached a certain score and Jarre played many, many marathon innings. He would literally bat all day, over after
  over, and, hour after hour, fielders like me simply had to run to fetch the ball from every corner of the garden.


  On one such occasion, when I was around 10 years old, I remember suggesting to Gerrit that we should try bowling fast, low full tosses at Martin in the hope that, with his apparently impeccable
  technique, he would play the ball straight back to the bowler and succumb caught-and-bowled to the local one-hand-one-bounce rule. It was a decent idea, but it didnt work and Jarre continued
  to write the record books at Div Park.


  In the years that followed, Martin proved a constant source of support and encouragement to me. He was an established member of the Titans squad when I arrived as a nervy teenager and, taking me
  under his wing, he would tell the coaches how well I was doing, giving me confidence when I needed it most.


  At one practice, he handed me one of those trimmed-down slim bats and said he would throw the ball for me. To my horror, he then called the coaches over to watch me bat.


  Oh my goodness, look at this laaitjie, he would exclaim out loud, making sure everybody could hear what he was saying, as I somehow managed to hit every delivery in the
  middle.


  We both attended Warmbaths Primary School, and today the schools A field is named the Martin van Jaarsveld field and the B field is named after me. Thats the way it should be. I
  owe Jarre more than he knows.


  In our young minds, 20 Mentz Avenue was not simply a cricket venue.


  It was a cricket complex.


  Aside from the main field, with its carefully rolled turf wicket, there was also the B field, an enclosed, cemented back yard outside the kitchen measuring no more than eight metres square. For
  my mother, this was where our clothes were hung out to dry. For us, it was a spinners paradise, a wicket with as much turn and bounce as any in the Indian subcontinent. If ever there was a
  place to learn how to play spin, this was it.


  The matches were ferocious. Bowlers would tweak the ball hard and, bowling from no more than six metres, they would make each delivery spin and fizz, rear and bounce
  dramatically.


  Batting seemed almost impossible.


  Two or three fielders crowded the bat, taking advantage of the one-hand-one-bounce regulation, and they were supported in the yard by a number of objects designated as additional
  fielders and deemed to have caught the ball if it was struck against them on the full. There was one specific upright pole that held the clothes line and stood less than two metres
  from the batting crease. This pole was called Jonty because, in all those years of high-energy, frenetic back-yard cricket, he never, ever, ever dropped a catch.


  Batsmen had to play with incredibly soft hands just to survive. If they wanted to score runs, and post any kind of total on the board, they had to be creative and to improvise, to guide the ball
  into vacant areas with all kinds of deft dabs, sweeps and glances. The back yard was a tough school, and a great school.


  Jan and Wessels wrote the rules.


  Anything hitting the kitchen door was out. Anything hitting any wall without bouncing was four.


  This was not playtime.


  Every game could scarcely have been more serious.


  Each of us would select our own World xi, always fighting over who would have favourite players such as Jacques Kallis, Matthew Hayden and Adam Gilchrist. We would write down our teams on paper
  and each of us would bat through our entire order, walking away from the crease when you were out, writing down the score in the scorebook positioned just inside the kitchen door and then
  re-emerging as the next batsman.


  Selection was often decisive. If you picked a left-hander, you would obviously have to bat left-handed when it was his turn to bat; that was a disadvantage, though not a bad training
  exercise.


  The energy, the enthusiasm, the intensity were fantastic.


  Catch it! Catch it!


  Our anguished cries echoed from the yard through the house, famously waking my father, who worked hard as a GP in town and was accustomed to returning home for an early afternoon nap.


  Catch it! Catch it!


  Keep quiet! he would bellow from my parents bedroom.


  And we would keep quiet, at least until the next half-chance.


  Catch it! Catch it!


  Our lives revolved around sport, any sport, any time, any place.


  Cricket? There was the A field at Div Park and the B field in the back yard, but there was also the driveway where the ball skidded nicely off the paving stones and there was occasionally the
  street outside our home, and we also spent hour after hour practising our slip catches in the swimming pool, hurling the ball at each other and diving around.


  Golf? In decent weather, we played holes created around the garden, around that tree, over that bush. If it was raining, we played inside the house, using only a wedge and a putter on an
  improvised course that included a tricky Par 3 under the table in the living room and a demanding Par 5 running down the passage from our parents bedroom, past our bedrooms, past the dining
  room and into the bar area; birdies were very rare on that hole, largely because you had to putt on the rugs and we used to place cushions underneath the rugs to change the contours of our
  greens.


  For swimming, there was of course the pool, but mere lengths from one end to the other were never going to fulfil our foolish quest for excitement and adrenalin, so we created a game that,
  looking back, was unbelievably dangerous but which at the time seemed just about the best imaginable source of fun.


  We would climb onto the roof of the house and jump down from there into the pool below but, to land safely in the water, we had to jump out at least two metres to clear
  the paving around the pool. We executed simple bommies most of the time, but some of my friends used to try somersaults as well. Looking back, its difficult to understand how
  nobody ever hit their head on the side of the pool and suffered a serious injury.


  My mother understood the risks all too well and unequivocally banned the game, which of course made it even more exciting to me and my friends.


  Is your mom home this afternoon?


  She may be going out later. Why?


  Well, maybe we can come round and play in the pool.


  So they would come to 20 Mentz Avenue and we would awkwardly hang around until my mother left the house, and then we would rush out, climb up onto the roof and start our forbidden games.


  As a sports-mad youngster, this was an ideal environment. I could not have wished for anything more.


  For facilities, beyond our adventure playground of a house, there was the Warmbaths Sports Club, where the De Villiers family would spend most Saturday mornings, playing golf or tennis,
  socialising. Everybody seemed to know everybody and, aged five or six, I was left to wander around as I liked, maybe hitting a few golf balls or finding an empty tennis court and playing with
  anyone who happened to be around.


  For opposition, there were always my elder brothers.


  Jan and Wessels always set the benchmark.


  Both were talented sportsmen who played hard and generally fair, who pushed me to the limit and occasionally beyond, who treated me as an equal, who let me play with, who always found time to
  teach me how to play whatever they played, how to hold a bat, how to field, how to swing the ball, how to spin the ball, even how to oil my bat  and who, whatever happened, all these years
  unequivocally supported and loved me.


  For so many years, growing up in their shadows, I lived in a constant state of over-excitement, forever looking forward to the next game with my boets, forever on
  the brink of bursting into tears, and loving every minute. At stages, it felt as if my only purpose in life was to prove that, no matter the odds, no matter what anybody said, I could do what Jan
  and Wessels could do.


  In every single contest, I was stretching every sinew simply to reach their level.


  If anybody ever conducts an academic study into the optimal childhood for an elite sports person, they will surely conclude that nothing beats growing up in the slipstream of talented,
  competitive older siblings.


  I owe my brothers almost everything.


  Jan is fully nine years older than me and, as a talented opening bowler in the Northern Transvaal Districts cricket team at Nuffield Week, he would have been absolutely entitled to ignore me as
  a pesky irritant, but he never did. On the contrary, he always engaged with me, motivated me and inspired me.


  Jan, Ill race you. Come on, Jan.


  What?


  Ill race you from this tree to that tree over there.


  Really?


  Come on!


  We were walking home from church on a Sunday morning in our smart clothes but, ever desperate to compete, I was challenging my eldest brother to an impromptu sprint. Most 20-year-olds would have
  told me to go away but Jan accepted the challenge. I won and, 20 years later, Im still savouring the glow of victory.


  Jan is now married to Karien, and they have two young children, Benjamin and Karli. He is now the owner of The Purple Trumpet, an outstanding boutique guesthouse in Waterkloof, Pretoria.


  Wessels, our middle brother, is six years older than me and, for as long as I can remember, has been a source of comfort to me. As a boy, I remember often waking frightened in the middle of a
  stormy night and I would always make my way through to Wes room and feel safe.


  The substantial age difference could easily have been a barrier but, just like Jan, Wes was always happy to indulge his much younger brother, always willing to play, always willing to
  compete.


  Wes, lets play tag.


  In a moment.


  No, lets play now  just one game, please.


  OK.


  The point of the game was to tag your opponent and run away so fast that he could not tag you back. In one game, I tagged Wes and set off in such blind haste that I ran straight into the knob of
  my bedroom door and knocked myself out. According to family legend, I was out cold for 30 minutes.


  Wessels was also an outstanding young sportsman, a fine cricketer, a scratch golfer and, at one stage, the No. 1-ranked Under-14 swimmer in South Africa. Married to Carina and with two young
  boys, Jean and Josuah, he now owns four thriving Nandos restaurants located in the area north of Pretoria.


  When the De Villiers brothers were not playing sport, we were watching sport.


  We watched at the stadium when my father bundled us into the car and took us to the cricket at Centurion Park or the Wanderers, or to the rugby at Loftus Versfeld or Ellis Park in
  Johannesburg.


  In 1995, when Allan Donald unleashed a barrage against Mike Atherton, the England captain, at the Wanderers, we were sitting on the old wooden benches at the Bullring, cheering wildly each time
  the heroic fast bowler completed an over and came to field on the fine-leg boundary right in front of us.


  And we watched everything else on television.


  In March 1992, my brothers and I were woken very early in the morning and allowed to sit bleary-eyed and watch Kepler Wessels side beat Pakistan in Brisbane; that
  was the first time South Africa played in the Cricket World Cup and that was the match made famous by Jonty Rhodes diving run-out.


  Did I sit there in the living room and dream of one day playing on that same stage?


  No, in truth, that prospect seemed unimaginable.


  In June 1995, while a newly, miraculously united country was becoming steadily more and more excited by the Springboks progress in the Rugby World Cup hosted in our own country, my mother
  created our own executive box in our living room, from where we watched all the Bok matches on television. With our faces painted in the colours of the new rainbow flag for the new
  rainbow nation, every game was a huge event.


  More than 40 friends and family came to our house to watch the final against New Zealand. What a day! It was incredible to see how sport could bring so much joy to so many people.


  I loved every minute of these big sporting occasions.


  Almost without exception, I celebrated wildly whenever South Africa won. When South Africa lost, almost without exception, I cried.


  The years passed. My brothers moved on to university and their careers. I found myself spending more and more time at home, alone, challenged to amuse myself. That was no problem.


  If I wanted to play cricket, I put a ball in the bottom of a sock, hung it from the ceiling of the garage and played drive after drive, getting the feel of the ball in the middle of the bat,
  over and over again.


  If I felt like playing tennis, there was a net marked out on the inside wall of the garage and I developed a game where I would play against the computer. That meant serving as me,
  returning the rebounding ball as the computer, then playing as me and on and on until the point was won; the key, I soon learned, was to hit every stroke as hard as possible and to
  the very best of my ability. I never cheated.


  For company, when my brothers were away, there was Boris, a Staffordshire bull terrier named after the German tennis player, Boris Becker. We became very tight, after a
  difficult start.


  It was mid-morning at 20 Mentz Avenue. My mother was drying her hair and just a few metres away, aged five, I was sitting on the floor playing with my new canine friend Boris, pulling him,
  pushing him, wrestling with him. His tail fascinated me, so I turned it, twirled it, twisted it  and broke it in three places.


  Boris suddenly snapped and went for me, locking his jaw onto my head, sinking his teeth into my skull. My mother was oblivious to it all because she was looking in the mirror and could hear
  nothing against the whir of the hairdryer. It could easily have been over and out for the unfortunate five-year-old but, for some reason, my mother turned round and yelled. Boris let go and I
  escaped with a wound that required 15 stitches.


  In such circumstances, dogs are usually earmarked as dangerous and quickly put down but my parents took the view that Boris had been provoked and assured us that he would remain our dog, a great
  decision.


  He became my constant companion.


  His favourite game was hide-and-seek. I would tell Boris to sit and wait, and he would stay unmoved while my friends and I ran off and found a place to hide somewhere in the garden.


  Boris, I would shout, on your marks  get ready  go!


  At that moment, he would spring into action and start searching for us.


  Beyond my brothers and Boris, I have been fortunate to have three great friends in my life. The four of us met in nursery school, have stayed close ever since, still see each other on a regular
  basis and, with modern technology, now remain connected on a WhatsApp group entitled Oerbuds, translated as ancient mates. Johan Scheepers, Stoffel de Beer, Chris
  Swanepoel and me  Skippy, Stof, Chris and AB.


  We met on the climbing frames at Bosveldspruitjies, the nursery school across the road from Warmbaths Primary School, which we all attended; we were in the same rugby and
  cricket teams, constantly competing with each other, constantly chirping each other, and have remained pretty much as close and consistent ever since. Through all the twists and turns of our
  respective lives, we remain the same Skippy, Stof, Chris and AB.


  The memories refuse to fade.


  It is just another afternoon at primary school and four overactive boys are messing around in the playground, as ever throwing a rugby ball around. Disaster strikes when
  somebody kicks an over-ambitious up-and-under and the ball gets stuck in one of the thorn trees. Skip tries to shake the tree, but the ball doesnt move.


  Hey, AB, says Stof. Youve got a decent arm. Throw a brick at the ball. That will work.


  Great idea, I reply.


  So we find half a brick. I take aim and manage to dislodge the ball with my first throw.


  Yeeeeeeeessssssssss, I yell, arms outstretched in triumph.


  But its pride before a fall. The rugby ball falls neatly from the tree. Moments later, so does the half-brick and it lands squarely on my head, leaving me lying stunned on the ground with
  blood gushing from a serious gash.


  Stof stays and does what he can to stop the bleeding, while Chris and Skip run to get help from the principals office. I sit for the next hour or so with a bag of ice on my head. I
  survive.


  It is just another Saturday, but far from just another rugby match for Warmbaths Primary School. This is the Schools semifinal, and we are playing away to Pietersburg East Primary School.
  This is David vs Goliath. We are a tiny school with no rugby pedigree. They are revered giants in our world, and they play in orange.


  We appear to have no chance of winning but, under the guidance of Mr Swart, we have trained hard, and were still hardened by the training we endured with Mr du Plessis,
  our Under-9 coach, who told us to dive on our rugby field full of thorns, get up, sprint and then dive among the thorns again. Above all, with Chris at hooker, Stof at flank, me at scrumhalf and
  Skippy at inside centre, we have a special plan.


  The plan is called Quicksports and, in our young minds, it is pure rugby genius.


  I feed the ball into the scrum. Chris hooks the ball, flanker Stof takes the ball at the back of the scrum and runs straight at the orange flyhalf. Just before he reaches him he flips a soft
  pass to me on his outside. I throw a dummy pass to my inside centre Skippy, cut inside and run through to score the try beneath the posts.


  The move works perfectly in practice, and it works perfectly against Pietersburg East. Quicksports yields our first try in what becomes a convincing victory  in our minds at
  least, the most sensational result in all the history of Rugby Union at Warmbaths Primary School. Many of the players parents have driven to support the team in the far-northern town, and
  they are thrilled. Can life, we wonder, get any better than this?


  Other memories do fade, strangely. We might have lost the final 24-0 to Pietersburg South Primary School. I do not precisely recall. It may have been a windy day with every bounce of the ball on
  a rock-hard field going against us, but I dont exactly remember. It is the vivid recollection of the semifinal that endures.


  The four of us are back in the playground at break, and we have got hold of a cherry bomb, a spherical firework, and we are collectively yielding to the temptation of making some noise.


  Im not sure thats a great idea, says Chris.


  Come on, man, the rest of us say, in unison. Itll be fun. Just do it.


  Chris is brave bordering on gullible, and he is eventually persuaded to place the cherry bomb in the corner of the playground, to strike a match and light the fuse, and
  then scamper away.


  We wait for the blast, and wait, and wait. Has the fuse fizzled out?


  No, it hasnt.


  The firework goes off, and the massive explosion brings the entire playground to a standstill. All eyes turn toward the perpetrators and four 12-year-olds are soon standing before Principal Tom
  Beukes, trying hard to explain themselves. On this occasion, Stof and I get away with it. Chris and Skip take responsibility.


  Stoffel de Beer has become a successful businessman, initially with South African Breweries and more recently with Toyota, but for the other three of us, hell always be a kind-hearted
  softie; reputations earned at an early age have tended to stick.


  His parents have said Stof can come for a sleepover, my mother announced one morning in 1990.


  Stof and I were both six years old and, in our world, this was very big news. The De Beer family lived on a farm 10 kilometres outside Warmbaths, and we lived in town. I was excited.


  Everything went well and the next morning I suggested we hit some golf balls around the garden. I had been given a nine-iron for my birthday  my Christmas and birthday presents were
  always sports equipment  and I was eager to show Stof. Unfortunately, he started crying; he was missing his mother.


  Come on, Stof, youll be OK, I said. Itll be fun.


  Sorry, man, he replied, Im not going to make it.


  So what do you want to do?


  I want to go home.


  Your mom is coming to collect you this afternoon.


  I know, but I want to go home now. I want to walk home. Will you come with me?


  Disappointment instantly turned to excitement. Walking 10 kilometres to the De Beer farm sounded like a great adventure. I quickly agreed with the plan, realised we would
  need some food and ran to fetch a packet of Marie biscuits from the kitchen. My mother was not around, so there was no opportunity to say goodbye, and the two of us headed for the road that led out
  of town. After a couple of kilometres, we were joined by a Labrador. Neither of us knew the dog, but we were pleased to have company, so we continued our great trek.


  Where are you two going?


  The firm voice belonged to a policeman. We had been stopped.


  Im going home to my mom, said Stof, his courage evaporating, his voice faltering.


  That was that, the end of our adventure. The two of us were bundled into the back of a van and taken to the police station, which was still exciting but we were starting to sense that the saga
  would not end well.


  We need to telephone your parents, said the policeman.


  It is Warmbaths 2666, I replied, pleased I could recite our number.


  My mother came to collect us, and it is fair to say our parents made it abundantly clear to their respective sons that impromptu 10-kilometre walks were not to be tolerated in the future.


  Chris Swanepoel has, like me, chosen to pursue a career in sport, becoming a professional golfer. He turned pro in 2004, and has won four tournaments on the Sunshine Tour, displaying all the
  energy, courage and determination that we admired in him when we were youngsters.


  So, Chris, whats the plan?


  Its 2001, we are 17 years old and, now at school in Pretoria, I am planning to spend the weekend back home in Warmbaths. Chris has recently been given a scooter by
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