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ON THE OUTSIDE

There are many ways in which England cricketers learn of their selection. Some have received congratulatory phone calls from a selector, others are tipped off by an indiscreet journalist. Most, however, have realised their fate via the radio or television. I became aware of my selection for the one-day legs of the 2003/04 winter tours of Bangladesh and Sri Lanka during the morning session of Middlesex’s final championship match of the season against Nottinghamshire.

Middlesex had secured their place in the following season’s first division and the game was drifting along when suddenly the Test and one-day squads appeared on each of the electronic scoreboards at Lord’s. I was aware of the imminent announcement, and felt I had a good chance of being selected, but it still came as a huge shock when I saw my name on the list. I was overwhelmed with excitement, and I found it ridiculously difficult to concentrate on the game I was playing in. My team-mates congratulated me and the members complimented me on my selection as I walked off the field and through the Long Room for lunch. It was a strange feeling. I felt that I was ready and had done enough to be selected but it was still unbelievably rewarding to gain recognition, and to realise all the years of hard work had been worthwhile.

Hearing of your selection is obviously a very special moment but it is only when your England kit begins to arrive that the enormity of what you have achieved starts to sink in. Once selected you move into the ‘England bubble’ and there is a constant supply of goods being delivered to your house. Mobile phones, blazers, bags – it was like being a kid at Christmas all over again. Best of all was receiving my England shirts. When I opened the parcel containing them I could not stop smiling. There they were, authentic England shirts with STRAUSS, 14, ENGLAND on the back. I could not take my eyes off them. It was brilliant. I had arrived.

My parents were absolutely thrilled. When I was at school they had never seriously believed that I would make a career out of cricket. They initially considered it to be a bit of fun and something I would drift away from before getting a job in the City. As I made my way at Middlesex, however, they gradually warmed to the idea of their son being a professional cricketer. They were understandably proud and pleased that I had stuck at my cricket and worked diligently. The progress to where I was now had not always been smooth and there had been times when I had found cricket a little tedious. But in all our eyes my choice of career had seemed worthwhile.

At Radley College I enjoyed all sport and, like any kid, preferred playing it to doing my history revision. You name it, I played it. Cricket, rugby, tennis, squash, golf – I gave them all a go, but I was never particularly focused on cricket. I treated sport as a recreation, something that helped me switch off from my school-work. We had superb facilities at Radley but the public school system is very much tailored towards getting good academic results, heading off to university and then migrating to the City. It is a well-worn conveyor belt which is surprisingly difficult to get off.

My parents were professional people and they encouraged me to focus on my studies. Sport was there to be enjoyed, but only really to provide a much-needed distraction from the serious stuff. Mind you, if I was forking out that much money to send my child to a private school, I would probably feel similarly. What the school and my parents both did give me, however, was the opportunity to try anything and everything. From rock-climbing to rock music, we were encouraged to do it all, but making a career as a sportsman still seemed a slightly strange direction to be going in.

I was quite good at cricket at school but there seemed to be hundreds of others around the country who were much better than me. I scored a few runs opening the batting but I never felt I was anything special. What I did love, however, was the game. I would spend hours, either in front of the bowling machine, or playing stump cricket with my mates during breaks in lessons. I have always had a pretty good work ethic but I could only do this with support and I was very lucky to have Andy Wagner as my cricket coach. He is a great guy and has a great talent in understanding what makes a player tick. We spent hour after hour in the nets at Radley working on grooving my shots. It was here where I established a technique that worked for me. Wagner and Bert Robinson, a Radley stalwart who had been at the school long enough to have coached the great Ted Dexter, taught me the fundamentals of batting. They kept their coaching simple and showed me the importance of playing straight and being balanced at the crease. Above all, however, they encouraged me to enjoy the game, go out there and express myself, and not get too down if things didn’t go my way.

Although the majority of the cricket I played was for the school, I also represented Oxfordshire Under-19s, and during the long summer holidays I turned out for Gerrards Cross Cricket Club every now and then. It was all good fun, but hardly the sort of regime that was going to register on the radars of England age-group selectors. Quite frankly, though, I didn’t care. I was playing the game for the right reasons, because I loved it and enjoyed it.

It was only when I went to Durham University in September 1995 to read Economics that I began to consider pursuing cricket as a career. It helped that Ben Hutton and Robin Martin-Jenkins, with their impeccable cricketing family credentials, were thinking of doing the same. I gained confidence from the fact that I was not the only person who was prepared to take the risk of jumping off the City-bound conveyor belt. But what I soon realised was that I was the only guy in the university side who did not have a summer contract with a county. I was a bit peeved about this and thought, if I am good enough to get into this side, why haven’t I got one too? So I decided to do something about it and spoke to Andy Wagner, who has a number of contacts in the county game. I asked him if he could get me trials during the 1996 summer break because I had reached the stage where I now wanted to give cricket a go. Fortunately, he was able to arrange a net session with Middlesex and off I went in search of fame and fortune.

My preparation for the trial could not have been worse. I caught the train to Marylebone but I did not have a clue where Lord’s was when I left the station. I wandered around the streets aimlessly for about 30 minutes before finally asking for directions. When I arrived at the Grace Gates I shyly explained the reason for my visit and was told by a gateman to go to the dressing-room in the Pavilion. At this stage I was not aware there was a changing-room at the back of the Pavilion and walked straight into the main Middlesex dressing-room, where the first team were in the middle of playing a first-class game against Warwickshire. Phil Tufnell and Angus Fraser were sitting in one corner chatting and I remember Mark Ramprakash, who was the next batsman in, standing there in his pads and mentally preparing himself for another long innings. Shaun Pollock was bowling for Warwickshire and I just stood there thinking, bloody hell, this is a different world. What have I stepped into here? I was gobsmacked. Everything looked so different to what I had seen at a cricket ground before.

I felt like an idiot standing in the doorway because everybody turned round and looked at me as I came crashing in with my kit. Ramprakash, not famed for his politeness towards guys he doesn’t know, gave me a scowl before walking off in the other direction. I eventually plucked up the courage to ask if anybody knew where Ian Gould, the 2nd XI coach was, and I was directed to what turned out to be the 2nd XI dressing-room. I nervously introduced myself to a few of the 2nd XI players and we wandered over to the Nursery ground for a net.

Walking behind the stands at Lord’s, I had plenty of time to think about what I was doing. I did not know anyone, I did not know whether I was good enough to be there and I felt pretty insecure about the whole situation. I knew that it was down to me to make an impression. Nobody would help me and if I didn’t grab this chance I would soon be following the route of hundreds of other players into the largely amateur game of minor county cricket.

The net session did not go particularly well and at the end of it most of the guys seemed to think that I was a left-arm seamer. Jamie Hewitt, who had played a bit of 1st XI cricket, was bowling at me and he gave me a torrid time. I couldn’t get a bat on him and he was making me look like the novice I was. After a few minutes of playing and missing and getting rapped on the thigh, Gould waddled down the net and told me not to be nervous and to play my natural game. The problem was that I felt I was playing my natural game. Despite this inauspicious start, Gould placated me with the news that either he or Don Bennett, the Middlesex 1st XI coach, would come and watch me perform for Oxford U-19s against Middlesex the following week. This set in motion an incredible month that saw me go from an aspiring hopeful to a fully fledged contracted county player.

A quick 80 in that game, followed by a fifty, 98 and an 80 in my first three second-team matches, managed to impress the powers that be enough for them to offer me a two-year contract which I signed immediately. I played three more games for the 2nd XI before strutting back to Durham feeling very happy with myself. When I look back now I realise that everything had come to me too easily. I returned to Durham in September thinking that cricket would be a doddle, and I did not train or work hard at my game during the winter. I slipped into the student lifestyle of lots of late nights and not a lot of training, and I really paid for it the following season.

My return to Middlesex for the 1997 season could not have got off to a worse start. Ben Hutton and I made the journey down from Durham to Birmingham in my clapped-out Ford Fiesta. Having spent most of the last four weeks celebrating the end of exams, we had both reached our overdraft limits and had one tank of petrol to get us to the game. How we were going to feed ourselves was something we had not considered. We barely made it there without running out of petrol and were then forced to ask Ian Gould, the coach, to fund our meals. He was less than thrilled, and was beginning to build a picture of us as a couple of soft public school idiots, and he was absolutely right. Neither of us had any idea of what it meant to be a professional cricketer.

After preparation like that, it was inevitable that the cricket was unlikely to go well, and I had an absolutely shocking season, where my highest score in 12 innings was 40. It was the first time in my life that I had struggled for form and I did not know how to get out of it. I wasn’t experienced enough to know what I was doing wrong and my play against spin was awful. Years of flat wickets against gentle schoolboy attacks just hadn’t prepared me technically to play against top-quality spin bowlers, and I had no means of scoring unless they bowled badly. The world of professional cricket was not all about travelling around and having a great time. At some stage I had to learn how to improve my game, and I could only do that if I invested time and effort. It is definitely possible to learn more from your mistakes than from your successes, and if one good thing came out of the horrific summer, it was the realisation that, if I wanted to succeed in professional cricket, I had to treat it seriously.

Off the field, too, there were difficulties to contend with. Ben Hutton and I were getting ripped to shreds by the rest of the squad, who licked their lips when two public school ‘jazz hats ’ walked through the door. We were easy targets. Everyone has a characteristic that allows people to take the piss out of them and for Ben and me it was our public-school upbringing. Keith Dutch, a salt of the earth sort of bloke, was remorseless. He pounced on our stupid mistakes, like running out of petrol on the way to games and turning up with the wrong kit, and ribbed us constantly. Occasionally the banter wore a bit thin but the fact that we were getting stick actually showed we had been accepted.

There were huge cultural divides in the dressing-room and I will never forget Ricky Fay, a young fast bowler, taking me to his home one afternoon. We went to this intimidating council estate in Brondesbury Park and I was amazed. At public school you lead a pretty blinkered existence and this was a world I had never seen before. It was a massive learning curve for me and one for which I will always be grateful. Cricket can bring together people from all different backgrounds and bring them together like no other sport. If nothing else, I have been incredibly fortunate to get to know so many fantastic people purely through this great game.

I returned to Durham in October with a few quid in the bank account, a full tank of petrol and a great deal of motivation to improve myself after my horror season. The ECB had begun setting up a University Centre of Excellence over the summer, and Graeme Fowler, the former Lancashire, Durham and England opener, was put in charge of cricket. It was just what I needed in my final year. It gave me the chance to take my cricket seriously, which is not easy at university because of the distractions, like getting a degree, and suddenly there was a structure in place that allowed and encouraged me to do this.

We were all given fitness programmes and technical work to do. I quit playing rugby for Durham in order to concentrate on my cricket and I was in the gym every day. It was amazing how quickly your perceptions change of what being fit means. I used to think I was making an effort if I went for a 20-minute run, but now I was running for 45 minutes and doing an hour-and-a-half weights session. It was the first time I had paid attention to fitness. I had always played a lot of sport and that kept me in shape but I was really feeling the benefits. It toughened me up mentally and I started the 1998 season thinking that I deserved to go out and score a lot of runs.

Don Bennett, who had been Middlesex’s coach since 1969, had retired and, in an attempt to revive the club’s fortunes, they had employed John Buchanan, now the coach of Australia. Buchanan’s approach surprised me because I had this image of him coming in and barking orders in a broad Aussie accent. But he didn’t. He organised the net sessions but then just spent the rest of the time making notes and saying very little. We wondered what the hell was going on. After three or four days Buchanan sat us all down and explained the way he worked. He is a very analytical man. He watched you play, made notes and then chose the right moment to talk to you about it. His style is very similar to that of Duncan Fletcher, the current England coach. Fletcher is not the sort of coach who walks down the net and tells you what you are doing wrong in front of everyone. That style of coaching rarely works well. Fletcher, like Buchanan, treats you like an adult. He knows you know you are doing something wrong and has a quiet word with you at the end of a net where he will suggest you go away and work on something. He will then watch you and come back to you and ask you how it went.

The approach was very foreign to a Middlesex dressing-room where the person who shouted the loudest normally won an argument. The sad thing was that when Buchanan left at the end of the season he was beginning to realise what county cricket was like, and the players were starting to appreciate what he was about. Middlesex will always regret getting rid of him.

1998 proved to be a disastrous year for Middlesex but personally it went quite well. After a winter of hard training at Durham I felt confident that runs would come when I returned to Middlesex. And they did. This was a massive relief because during the winter I had at times doubted that I was good enough to make it. After a poor season in 1997 I knew I was under pressure. My contract was up at the end of 1998 and I wanted a new one. Once again it was do or die time. I showed far greater consistency than previously in the 2nd XI and I averaged just under 50 in the nine matches I played. The season finished with me making my first-class debut against Hampshire and playing in Middlesex’s last three matches of the summer.

Unlike when playing my first senior one-day match, against Kent in 1997, I was not nervous before the Hampshire game. I felt I was ready for the challenge. I had scored heavily in the 2nd XI, I was now more comfortable amongst the guys in the 1st XI and I was generally feeling good about life. I went out with the attitude that I was going to enjoy myself and I did, scoring 83. The pitch at the old Hampshire ground in Southampton was good and the only bowler of note in their side was the former West Indian paceman, Nixon McLean. During the innings I had the pleasure of batting with Mike Gatting who scored 77. I am yet to meet anyone who has a greater love for the game of cricket or Middlesex County Cricket Club than Mike Gatting. His enthusiasm for the game, even at the back end of his career, amazed me. He was always perky at every training session. Even at the age of 41 he was like an 18-year-old. He is larger than life in so many ways and he gave so much to Middlesex. I never played under him as captain but he always supported me and was instrumental in getting me in the 1st XI. The two years he had as club coach did not work out but it was a shame to see his involvement with Middlesex end as it did in 2000.

I still have a vivid recollection of the day he was sacked. Middlesex, under Gatting and Gould’s supervision, were training at Richmond Cricket Club when they were summoned to Lord’s. When Gatting and Gould were out of sight Justin Langer, the club captain, sat us all down and told us what a very sad day this was for Middlesex CCC. He informed us that Gatting and Gould were about to be sacked and that we, as players, were partly to blame for it The coaching style of Gatting and Gould had not been universally popular and it was not working, but Langer was absolutely right We had underperformed and by doing so we had undermined both of them. It was good that Langer said this and I have always felt some guilt over the way Gatting left. To his immense credit, though, he has never shown any bitterness to any of those who were involved in the decision to sack him.

I finished the summer of 1998 with a new two-year contract from Middlesex in one pocket, and an offer from Price Waterhouse, the City accountancy firm, in the other. By now, however, my mind was focused on the former, and the thought of resorting to the latter was becoming a more and more depressing proposition.

I realised that I had to improve my game considerably if I was to establish myself as a first-class cricketer. In an effort to achieve this I packed my bags and headed off to Sydney, Australia, with the financial help of the Middlesex Members’ Club, where I sampled the delights of the southern hemisphere summer for the first time. There was plenty of sun, Bondi Beach was right on my doorstep, and along the way I gained my first experience of playing grade cricket. I loved Sydney and I enjoyed training with the guys at Sydney University but the cricket frustrated me. James Ormond, the Surrey fast bowler, was the club’s principal overseas player and I spent most of the winter playing third-grade cricket. Third grade is of a similar standard to 1st XI club cricket in England and I scored plenty of runs, but the second-grade captain did not want to change his side and I remained where I was. The cricket may not have been fulfilling but the whole experience helped me grow up. I also met Ruth, my wife, whilst I was there.

On my return from Australia the omens for 1999 did not appear particularly good. My cricket had not advanced as much as I would have liked it to and Middlesex had re-signed Mike Roseberry, an experienced batsman, from Durham. I had finished 1998 on a high and with great intentions and here I was, in my first full season as a professional, back in the 2nd XI. I did not handle matters particularly well and my season was drifting along aimlessly before Justin Langer selected me in the first team on a hunch. No one was getting any runs in the first team, and it was his judgment that if the first-team guys weren’t doing it, then he had to try someone else. I was the lucky beneficiary and repaid his faith by scoring 61 against Derbyshire at Lord’s and played in Middlesex’s final eight games of the summer.

When I first met Justin Langer in 1998, he was recognised as a run machine in first-class cricket in Australia, but had yet to convince the Australian selectors that he could successfully translate those runs into the Test arena. He had played for Australia, but his gutsy, largely defensive play seemed to be swimming against the tide of the domineering type of cricket that the Australians had become renowned for. His answer was to follow a well-trodden path, used by Australians and others, into county cricket, aimed at expanding their games, while at the same time impressing national selectors with the consistency of their scoring in England.

It was during the 1999 season, when I graduated rather tentatively into the first team, that I really got to know Langer the man, rather than the player who seemed to have held the Middlesex batting together single-handedly the season before. I must say that I did find him fairly intimidating to start with. His reputation for being extremely intense about his cricket, both on and off the field, had preceded him somewhat, and there was definitely something in his steely blue eyes which demanded respect. In the intervening 12 months he had forced his way back into the Australian Test side, and had reinforced both his place, and his reputation as a courageous performer by getting a valuable hundred in Pakistan, helping the Aussies to a series victory. Still, he had his doubters both at home and abroad, most of whom were concerned about his ‘limited’ play.

Regardless of his style of play, he had already become a legendary figure within the Middlesex dressing-room, both for his sheer hunger for runs and his ability to send his team-mates scurrying in all directions as he vented his anger when dismissed. I was not totally surprised, therefore, to find, after being selected for my first game of the season, that the only spare place in the dressing-room was right next to our overseas pro. Everyone else had long since realised the potential danger to both man and equipment.

The advantage of sitting next to him, of course, was that I was able to get to know him more quickly than otherwise would have been the case. He is without doubt the most disciplined cricketer I have ever seen. It was as if he had to know that he had done more than everyone else before he batted in order to feel mentally prepared. Almost every day after play he could be seen sprinting shuttles long after everyone else had retired to the hotel or the bar. It seemed to be a mission of his to be the first at practice and the last to leave, and when the caterers at Lord’s supplied us with some mouth-watering cakes for tea, he promptly threw them all in the bin both to lead us not into temptation, and to berate us for another awful batting effort!

His dedication, however, was not solely for himself. He was a tireless servant of Middlesex County Cricket Club by working with the junior players like myself on his days off, and challenging the coaches to try other methods than those that had been accepted as the norm in country cricket. For this reason, more than any other, he has my complete respect. I am not sure how much of what he said rubbed off on me subconsciously, but the fact that he tried so hard with me and others is a great testament to his character. The fact that his captaincy stint was ultimately unsuccessful was more a reflection on the age and inexperience of those playing for the team, rather than his leadership skills. His intensity, and demand for the highest standards, may not necessarily have brought out the best in young players, short on confidence, who didn’t have the experience to churn out hundreds like he did, but his heart was always in the right place. There is no doubt that he found it particularly frustrating that others didn’t share his drive and ambition, and he became so exasperated at our inability to bowl, field and bat as well as other sides, that he even resorted to bowling himself in critical stages of one-day games in a if-you-can’t-do-it-I’ll-show-you type of way. Unfortunately, his bowling talents didn’t match his batting, and the opposing batsmen tucked into him as though all their Christmases had come at once!

English cricket was pretty much at an all-time low by the end of the summer. England had failed to make the second round of the World Cup and Nasser Hussain, the new captain, had been booed off the balcony at The Oval following his team’s 2–1 Test series defeat by New Zealand. The England side looked in need of fresh faces but playing Test cricket still seemed an insurmountable distance away from me. It looked a completely different game from the one I was playing. Everyone seemed stressed out and the bowlers were either winging the ball down at 90 mph or turning it about three feet off the pitch. At the time I was still struggling to keep out the likes of Mark Illot and Tony Penberthy.

A lot of county cricketers say that the only reason they play the game is because they want to play for England. For me it was slightly different. To play Test cricket was always an ambition of mine but it seemed so far away whilst I was playing at Radley College, Durham University and for Middlesex 2nd XI. The fact that putting on an England cap and walking out to play was so far away made it difficult for me to channel my efforts into achieving it. So, instead, I set myself achievable goals and took one step at a time. I just tried to get over the next barrier that was placed in front of me. At Middlesex it was to get into the first team on a permanent basis and if I wanted to do that I knew I needed to improve my play against spin and also my fielding. Only then, having established myself in the side, did I start turning my attention towards England.

A prerequisite for getting into the England side was to improve both my play against spin and my ability to turn promising starts into match-winning contributions. With these priorities in mind, I returned to Sydney to play for Mosman at the end of the 1999 season and was picked in their first-grade side. Brett and Shane Lee were in the team. Shane had been playing one-day cricket for Australia for four years and Brett was on the verge of breaking into the team. The standard of cricket was unbelievable. This was not club cricket in any shape or form. Brett Lee was bowling 95 mph thunderbolts at some poor bloke from Bankstown who wasn’t wearing a helmet and I was standing at third slip petrified that a catch would come my way.

There was a great intensity to the cricket and as a Pom I got a sackload of stick. In Australia you have to earn respect. The fact that you have a county contract and play first-class cricket in England means nothing at all. At my first practice session with Mosman I remember vividly being asked to bat against a giant left-arm fast bowler called Phil Alley. Alley had played first-class cricket for South Australia and New South Wales and his 6 foot 10 inch frame cut a menacing figure as he approached the wicket. I was trying desperately to negotiate his vicious bounce when I suddenly became aware of Warwick Adlam, one of the first-grade batsmen, standing close to me behind the netting. I looked at him for encouragement but all he said was: ‘Now listen here, Pom. Everyone at the club is watching you to see how good you are. Don’t shit yourself.’ All I could do was turn round and give him a nervous laugh. It was a great example of having to prove to your team-mates and the opposition that you are good enough to be playing in that side. Opponents constantly remind you of this but, fortunately, I scored 80 and 60 in my first two innings and this eased the pressure.

Unlike the previous winter, I benefited enormously from the trip. The cricket was outstanding. The pitches had pace and bounce in them, everyone was highly competitive and practice was always full-on. Your game is being tested all the time because most Australian teams contain a leg-spinner and at least one fast bowler of some repute. It was easy to see why Australia were dominating world cricket when you looked at the system they had in place. Some clubs, especially when the state players were available, were as strong as first-class teams in England. Indeed, there were many aspects of grade cricket that were better than our professional game.

With my game in good order and my confidence high I was determined to start the 2000 season strongly and make an early impression. In the opening championship match I scored my maiden first-class hundred against Northamptonshire. What made it even more special was that I scored it at Lord’s. As well as being elated I also felt relieved. Surrey’s Martin Bicknell had trapped me lbw when I was on 98 in the second-last game of 1999 and I was very nervous as I went through the nineties. But I got there and, like Nasser Hussain said when I was given my England cap, it was something nobody would ever be able to take away from me.

It was now the time to prove that the hundred was not a one-off performance. I certainly felt I was capable of scoring more but my season stuttered along and I failed to reach three figures again. In fact, in first-class cricket I only passed 50 on three further occasions. It was very frustrating. I kept reaching 30 or 40 and getting out, more often than not just before lunch. My Middlesex team-mates began ridiculing me for the timing of my dismissals and it started to play on my mind. By the time I got to 30 I would start thinking I was going to get out. I hit 90 against Worcestershire and 73 against Glamorgan but the season ended on something of a high when I scored 75 against Warwickshire at Lord’s. It wasn’t a hundred but it is an innings I am still very proud of. Allan Donald was in the Warwickshire side and he bowled extremely fast on a quick, bouncy pitch.

I have faced many of the world’s leading bowlers but none of them have tested me like Donald. Fast bowlers tend to focus your mind and Donald certainly focused mine. He is a superb athlete with a classic fast bowler’s action and when batting against him I did not have time to worry about my technique or getting out in the thirties. Survival was the only thought running through my head. To come through such a challenge was very satisfying and it give me great confidence. Dougie Brown eventually dismissed me but I left Lord’s glowing. On my arrival in the dressing-room, and after all of my team-mates had come over to congratulate me, I sat down and thought, so that is what Test cricket is all about.

The heartening thing for me was that I had been able to cope with Donald. There are many county cricketers who skilfully avoid facing fast bowlers, and score lots of runs against the weaker sides, but my contest with him left me feeling that I could possibly play Test cricket. The frustration of not turning thirties into big scores, failing to reach a thousand runs and missing out on selection for the England ‘A’ team had been replaced by the belief that my career was moving in the right direction.

Middlesex, however, were in turmoil. We had finished eighth in the second division of the county championship and Gatting and Gould had been sacked as coaches. Worse was to follow. We knew Australia’s 2001 tour of England would deprive the club of Langer but Ramprakash and Richard Johnson both decided to jump ship and move elsewhere. I disappeared to Sydney to play another season of grade cricket for Mosman and returned home with low expectations for the summer ahead. Angus Fraser was now club captain, John Emburey was the new coach and Stephen Fleming, the New Zealand captain, had been signed as an overseas player. But in 2001 our side was mostly made up of youngsters with career batting averages of 25 and I felt, almost overnight, that I had become one of the more experienced players at the club.

The season turned out to be a very enjoyable and successful one for me, and my pre-season fears were confounded. Middlesex should have gained promotion but we fell away badly in the final month of the season and finished fourth. The departure of Ramprakash and Langer had made the dressing-room a far more relaxed place. Fraser and Emburey were naturally more easy-going men and they attempted to change the culture. They wanted us to work hard but they also wanted us to enjoy our cricket and have some fun.

Fleming was like a breath of fresh air. He trained hard and had a great presence about him but he was very relaxed. He did not speak for the sake of it but when he said something everyone listened. Fleming combined the father-figure/mate role very well and he was very approachable. He showed the younger players in the side that you did not have to be manic about your cricket to reach the top. Fleming enjoyed a pint after a day’s play and he fitted superbly into the set-up Fraser and Emburey were trying to create. It was easy to see why he was so highly regarded as a player and a captain.

I once again opened my championship account with a hundred, this time 125 in a rain-affected game against Worcestershire at Lord’s. I scored two further centuries, including a career-best 176 against Durham at Lord’s, a ground where I was beginning to enjoy batting. It was important for me to start scoring hundreds on a more regular basis and it was a real breakthrough to score three. Turning forties into three-figure scores is an art, and they are the performances that catch the eye of selectors.

Having achieved all my pre-season goals, I finished the summer a contented man. I had scored more than a thousand runs in a season for the first time in my career, been awarded my county cap and gained selection for the National Academy in Adelaide, Australia. I was also invited to act as 12th man for England during the Lord’s Test against Australia. My fielding had always been good but it was a real thrill to get so close to the action. It also showed the selectors knew who I was.

Being in the England dressing-room helped shatter a lot of the illusions I had about Test cricket. I had an image of it being an unbelievably tough game where the players were stressed out and focused all the time. Well, that is how it looked every time a television camera panned in on the players’ balcony. But once inside I realised that it was much the same as a county dressing-room. Darren Gough was joking and throwing things around, and the atmosphere appeared very relaxed. The experience helped me realise that Test cricket was basically the same game that I was playing at Middlesex, but just to a higher standard.

Watching Owais Shah, my Middlesex team-mate, play one-day cricket against Steve Waugh’s side in the NatWest Series also spurred me on. Shah is a wonderful player, but if he could do it, why couldn’t I? It was interesting to watch the response to Shah’s selection in the Middlesex dressing-room. Most were thrilled for him but there were some players who were jealous of the extra money he was earning.

Phil Tufnell’s response to Shah’s selection was far from enthusiastic. England were heavily beaten by Australia and Pakistan in the NatWest series and Tufnell, after asking Shah how much he had been paid for playing, made a caustic remark about how the England and Wales Cricket Board would have to pay him far more than that if they wanted him to go out there and embarrass himself like England had done. The irony of Tufnell’s comment was that he had just bared his backside on a Saturday night television show for £1,000. The moment was not lost on his team-mates.

Although I had achieved a lot during the summer I still believed there was something missing from my game, that elusive ingredient which would transform me from a good county player into a Test player. So I travelled to Australia, with 16 other ambitious young cricketers, hoping to find it at the Academy. We were fortunate enough to have everything we might possibly want right there in front of us. The facilities in Adelaide were magnificent. There were three coaches to help us in our search for improvement, and plenty of off-field activities to keep us occupied during days off. The winter, however, did not work out as I had imagined. I went to the Academy in order to change my technique and develop new shots, but the harder I tried, the worse my game became.

This was by no means the fault of Rod Marsh, or those who worked under him. He very much encouraged players to take responsibility for their own games, but I was constantly playing around with differing styles, looking for that magic cure. As a result my game did not improve as much as I wanted, but the experience was still a positive one. Away from the pitch I managed to get my fitness to new levels, and the whole set-up encouraged players to be more disciplined in their preparation for games.

It was only at the end of my time in Australia that I realised my folly. I was a player who played the pull and cut shot well, and could drive the ball down the ground. Although I wanted to do it I could not hit the ball over extra cover or whip it through the leg side like Brian Lara. I had limitations and it was up to me to make the most of what I had rather than dream of playing like one of the greatest batsmen who has ever played the game. I scored a hundred against the Australian Academy, and a couple of fifties against state 2nd XIs, but I don’t think Marsh was tipping me to make it as a Test player as I packed my bags in preparation for the return home.

I can look back now and smile about the experience but the most important thing I learnt in Adelaide was that there is no magic formula. It certainly wasn’t what I expected when I left for Adelaide in October yet it was still a significant discovery. My time in Australia had made me realise that what I achieved in this game was, in the end, down to me. What I had to do was back my technique and learn more about my own game. Yes, I had limitations, but so did most players. I needed to make the most of what I had and not try to be someone else. From that moment on I have stopped going up to coaches and badgering them for advice. I am still open to ideas and still looking to improve my game, but I was now responsible for my cricket, not a coach. This approach put me in a position where I could no longer make excuses when my form was poor. Many players blame a coach when they are out of form. It is a convenient excuse but I could no longer do this because how I batted and prepared was now down to me. I had to work out what was right or wrong for my game. The buck stopped with me.

Middlesex had offered me the vice-captaincy during the winter, which I had gratefully accepted, but I never envisaged the bomb-shell that hit me during the club’s pre-season training. Angus Fraser invited Ruth and myself to his house for dinner one evening and told me that he was considering retiring from the game because he had been offered a job writing for The Independent newspaper, so what did I think of taking on the captaincy instead. I was shocked. The thought of being vice-captain for the season was daunting enough, but to be thrown into this . . . I had not captained a team since I was at school and here I was faced with the prospect of following in the steps of Denis Compton, Mike Brearley and Mike Gatting.

I have always had the ambition to captain, and the prospect of captaining Middlesex in a couple of years’ time was an attractive scenario, but to do it now – I did not know what to say or how to react. Fraser played until the end of May before making an emotional farewell and I had to learn a hell of a lot in a short period of time. Although I felt out of my depth I was quite fortunate. Most of the team was of my age and we had played a lot of cricket together. Tufnell and Paul Weekes were the only senior players and neither of them fancied the captaincy, so there was no jealousy or bickering in the background.

The prospect of becoming captain changed my attitude entirely when I was standing in the field. I was now standing at slip or backward point trying to analyse why changes to the field were being made. When you are not involved in the decision-making you tend to wander around on auto-pilot. You go where the captain tells you, and move five yards to your left when the bowler asks, but rarely do you think: why has he moved me here? The captaincy made it a very tough summer. I had to juggle the responsibility of leading a team with my ambition to go on and play for England. I am not the sort of person who often gets stressed out by issues, but by the end of the season I was shattered.

I quickly realised that picking the team, deciding whether to bat or bowl at the toss and setting the field were the easy parts of the job. I had no idea that so much went on off the field. It was all-consuming. I had suddenly gone from having a couple of days off each week to having no spare time at all. I failed to appreciate it at the time, but being thrust into the captaincy probably did me some good. I matured enormously during those four months. I had to. The job also made me realise that my batting was not the only important thing in cricket.

Despite my naivety, Middlesex gained promotion to the first division of the county championship, a sure sign that the club was going in the right direction. I failed to score a thousand championship runs, which was disappointing, but I still averaged 45 with the bat. Most importantly, though, I had coped. I had taken on the responsibility of captaining a major club and it had not had a noticeable effect on my batting. Achieving this was very satisfying. I wanted to set an example when I was batting and felt that it was very important to score runs in order to assert myself in the team. The extra responsibility helped bring out the best in me, especially when Middlesex were in a tight situation and a game needed to be won.

After an indifferent winter at the Academy I was particularly pleased to be selected to play for the MCC against Sri Lanka at Chesterfield. The MCC were, in all but name, an England A team. I scored 32 and 37 not out but I really enjoyed the experience. Not only could I play a game of cricket without the worries of making the wrong decision, I had taken another step towards playing for England. I spent the off season absorbing myself in Middlesex matters and planning for 2003. It was my first winter at home in five years and I enjoyed it enormously. Ruth and I had bought our first property, a flat in Ealing, and it was comforting to spend some time in it and to lead a ‘normal’ life for once.

2003 was a pivotal year for me in every way. It was the year when I really did start to think about playing for England and it was the year I got married. My name was being mentioned in the media as a possible England player but I needed to score heavily for Middlesex if I was to convince the selectors I was worthy of a place. It was the time to deliver. I knew what I needed to do. I had to score more hundreds, which I did, and I had to score runs consistently so that my name kept appearing in the papers. I managed to achieve this by scoring 40 against Essex in the first game of the season, 83 against Sussex in the second and an unbeaten hundred against Lancashire in the third. The century against Lancashire was very timely. Andrew Flintoff was recovering from injury and playing a rare game for his county. His presence raised media interest and the selectors were about. My hundred allowed Middlesex to gain a battling draw and I don’t think it went unnoticed.

The opportunity I was dreaming of nearly came in the Third Test against South Africa at Trent Bridge. David Graveney, the chairman of selectors, phoned me in the build-up to the match to tell me that I was on stand-by for Marcus Trescothick who had injured his thumb. This was the moment I had been working towards since I was a spotty teenager at Radley. It was the reason why I had travelled to the other side of the world on three occasions and spent hour after hour batting against a bowling machine, but I was in shock when I put the phone down.

The feeling of elation was quickly replaced by one of dread. Was I going to be able to cope with it? Would I find out that I was not actually good enough and all the effort had been wasted? I had worked hard for seven years to get to this position but I might only get two innings to show whether I was capable of performing at this level. There were hundreds of questions flashing round in my head and I had no answers. In the end Trescothick passed a fitness test and played in a thrilling England victory. Watching on TV from Lord’s, where Middlesex were playing Kent and I scored 12 and 9, the vision of moving to the other side of the television screen remained just what it was, a dream.

When I look back now at my selection for the one-day legs of the 2003/04 winter tours to Bangladesh and Sri Lanka, I probably thought I was closer to England selection than I actually was. Duncan Fletcher, the England coach, loves to show continuity and I did not feel that I would get my opportunity via one-day cricket. I had performed acceptably in limited-overs cricket, and I scored a hundred in a televised one-day game against Lancashire, but my form in
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