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  About the Book


  Voted the greatest English cricketer of the 20th century by the fans, Sir Ian Botham is the English game’s one true living legend and his story both on and off the pitch reads like a Boy’s Own rollercoaster ride. From the Miracle Ashes of 1981 to the wrong kind of headlines  with accusations of drink and drugs, affairs and ball-tampering  Beefy gives us the definitive story of his turbulent but remarkable life in his own bluff, no-nonsense words.
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  To Lady B


  Chapter 1


  YEOVIL BOY WINS GAME


  TWO OF MY distinguishing features were evident almost from the day I was born. I weighed in at an eye-watering ten pounds one ounce  Beefy from the start  and from my youngest days I had an unshakeable self-confidence and belief in my own abilities … though others might have found less flattering ways to describe it.


  My parents were desperate for children but had been forced to endure the heartbreak of a succession of miscarriages. My poor mother, Marie, had miscarried four times, then almost lost me too. She was hospitalised from the third month of pregnancy and at one point was so ill that the doctors were resigned to her losing the baby yet again, and were more concerned to protect her health. What made it worse was that for much of the time, she had to endure the pain, the sickness and the mental torment on her own, for my father, Les, serving in the Fleet Air Arm as a Petty Officer, was stationed in Northern Ireland at the time.


  Yet somehow she found the strength to battle through it all and on the damp, grey evening of 24 November 1955, their first child, Ian Terence Botham, was born. Les didn’t see his son and heir until he arrived home on leave a week later. Our home was then in Cheshire, but my parents were so fed up with the long separations from each other that, shortly after I was born, we moved into Royal Navy married quarters in Londonderry. I was too young to remember it but my mother later spoke of a draughty, cold and damp house on a windswept hill overlooking the city. This was in 1956, before ‘The Troubles’ had begun to flare once more, but it was still a place of simmering hostility between the Protestant and Catholic communities, with the British forces maintaining an uneasy presence between them.


  If the surroundings were less than ideal, my parents were very happy there with the baby for whom they had waited so long. My father, Les, was tall but whippet thin, one of the characteristics I clearly didn’t inherit from him. He could eat anything he liked and never put on an ounce of weight, and he always had energy to burn, organising friends and workmates for impromptu football kickabouts in the nearest park. He was an old-fashioned, honourable man  his word really was his bond  quite fixed in his opinions and, in an understated way, a quietly determined man. If he set his mind to anything he would usually achieve it. He was also a disciplinarian though not a martinet; my mum was actually the more steely character of the two.


  She was larger than life, warm, loving, gregarious and garrulous, and always enjoyed a party and a glass of wine. Although she was a keen sportswoman and took a lot of exercise, she worried about her weight, constantly taking up one diet after another, and just as constantly breaking them. ‘I’m just having this as a little treat,’ she’d say, tucking away another cake or chocolate.


  After all the setbacks and hardships my parents had been through, probably no child was ever more eagerly anticipated nor more dearly loved. Their baby could do no wrong and throughout my childhood I was indulged shamefully, spoilt rotten, in fact. Like all parents, my mum and dad were convinced that their child was highly gifted and destined for great things, but in this case it might have had some basis in fact because I did show an unusual self-confidence and resourcefulness from the moment I could crawl. One day, Mum left me playing with some toys inside the playpen in the living room while she went to do some jobs in the kitchen. A couple of minutes later she felt a small hand on her ankle, looked down and found me crawling round her feet. Puzzled  perhaps she only thought she’d put me in the playpen  she carried me back to the living room and then went back to her work.


  When I came crawling back into the kitchen again a few minutes later, she knew something was going on. She put me back in the playpen once more and then spied on me through the crack in the door. As soon as she was out of sight, I lifted up one side of the playpen, balanced it on the toy box while I crawled underneath and then put it back in position, leaving everything apparently undisturbed and no visible clue as to how the crime had been committed. When I was left outside the house in my pram, even with the brake fully on, I bounced up and down so much that it would slowly but steadily move down the hill. I managed to cover some fairly impressive distances that way but luckily everyone on the estate knew who I was and would intercept me and wheel me back to the house.


  In February 1957, my mother gave birth to my sister Dale. By then I was fifteen months old and walking, greatly increasing the range and scope of my activities and the anxiety levels of my long-suffering mum and dad. The garden at the back of the house was surrounded by a wooden fence that my dad had put up in an unsuccessful attempt to curb my wanderlust; if I could not walk round or crawl under something, I would just climb over it instead. Many times my mum or dad looked out into the garden where they had left me playing happily a few minutes before, only to discover that it was now deserted. The only sign of my escape route was often the dungarees that I had snagged climbing over the fence and then abandoned. On one occasion, still less than eighteen months old, I even got as far as the driver’s seat of an Army truck. The cab was so high off the ground that nobody could work out how I got there, and the fact that, having got bored with the steering wheel, I was playing with the handbrake when I was found, added a few more to my parents’ rapidly increasing store of grey hairs.


  My taste for adventure sometimes put me in harm’s way, and in Londonderry I made the first of several trips to hospital after falling off a wall and cracking my head. I was kept in hospital for four days for observation, and though I was eventually given the all-clear, the doctors there were sufficiently concerned to suggest that I should wear protective headgear for a while. Dad made me a foam-rubber helmet to protect my head, though a full body-suit might have been a better idea; it would certainly have saved him from at least some of the subsequent trips to the casualty department to treat my latest cuts, abrasions and broken bones.


  Then, as now, I chafed at any restrictions that others tried to impose on me, and my hyper-competitive instincts also came to the surface. After eighteen months in Northern Ireland, my dad’s tour of duty there ended and we went back to Cheshire where, during a toddlers’ race at the naval base’s sports day, I eliminated most of the opposition by the simple expedient of barging into them and knocking them flat. The race was mine for the taking, but instead of hightailing it for the tape, I stopped to see what the others were up to. As a result, virtue had its just reward, and having got back to their feet they all went roaring past me, leaving me well down the field when I finally reached the tape. Those who have batted with me over the years will confirm that running twenty yards or so never became my strong point.


  In 1958, after just one year in Cheshire, we moved again, to Yeovil in Somerset, when my dad reached the end of his term of service with the Fleet Air Arm. He was offered promotion if he signed on for a further term, but he opted instead for civilian life, and a job with Westland Helicopters in Yeovil. The job gave him financial security but it also meant that he was home a lot more often and I think that was at least as important a factor in his decision; he had been away a lot when I was very young. From then on, he was always available if I wanted to play cricket or football. He’d bowl to me endlessly or go in goal while I practised my penalty-taking technique, and he’d referee seven- or eight-a-side games that he’d organise, rounding up all the kids and heading down to the local playing fields  the Mudford ‘Rec’.


  Everywhere my dad went, I went as well; he even made me a special cut-down golf club so that we could play golf on the local course together. Whether because he didn’t feel qualified to do so, or because he didn’t feel it was necessary, he never really coached me in any sport I played, but gave me the most important thing: his time. My dad and mum never went overboard with praise and always played it down when I’d played well, letting me know that, well as I’d done, there was always room for further improvement. But I had their wholehearted support and encouragement in anything I did, and that was all I needed. The time we spent together and the sacrifices that they made for me are things I remember to this day with pride and gratitude, and when I look back and try to trace the roots of my success in sport, I always return to my mum and dad. They gave me the platform from which I could launch myself.


  Our first home in Yeovil was at 64 Mudford Road, a house with a large garden including a small orchard and huge ash and horse chestnut trees. There was even a small wood beyond the hedge. My childhood there was a time when  at least through the rose tints of middle-age  there was no rain or cloudy skies and the sun always shone on Mudford Road. I played for hours on end in the dappled shade, exploring the wood, building dens, damming the stream and climbing trees, though when I got myself high up in the ash tree I discovered a previously unknown aspect of my character: I was scared of heights. Climbing up had been easy but coming down again proved to be impossible. I clung to the trunk, absolutely petrified, until my dad appeared with a ladder and rescued me. I’ve been scared of heights ever since; I can’t even look over a parapet without a certain dampness of the palms.


  Even our garden and the wood beyond wasn’t always large enough to contain me and, like the proverbial chicken, I had an irresistible urge to cross the road. Mum’s first intimation of this was when a neighbour told her that Dale and I were playing “chicken” by dashing to and fro in front of the traffic. For the first time in my life, I was spanked and sent to bed as punishment. It didn’t cure my wanderlust but it did at least make me approach the road with a bit more care in future.


  I continued to be accident-prone and Mum practically had her own chair in the waiting room at Yeovil General Hospital. I had my first operation there at the age of four. I was out in town when I collapsed with a terrible stomach pain. I was rushed to hospital and had surgery to repair a hernia. To keep me company, Mum and Dad brought in my teddy bear, Mr Khrushchev, a name inspired by the influence of television in my early upbringing, when the bear-like Soviet leader regularly featured on TV news bulletins, on one memorable occasion banging his shoe on a desk at the United Nations, by way of emphasising the point he was making. The nurses pretended that Mr Khrushchev had had the same operation as me, and even bandaged him up to sustain the illusion.


  I must have enjoyed the experience of being in hospital and all the attention from the nurses because, for a while, I toyed with the idea of being a doctor when I grew up on the impeccably logical grounds that, since the nurses did all the work, to be a doctor had to be job heaven. However, by the time I went in for another hernia operation four years later, I had abandoned the idea of medicine in favour of a career as a professional sportsman, though my first paying job was in an unrelated field: as a choirboy at St John’s Church at Yeovil. I earned five bob a week and seven and sixpence for weddings  a much better rate than a paperboy’s  though my voice, if loud, was so rarely in tune that I was under standing orders from the choirmaster to mime the tricky parts of any hymn we were singing.


  Both my parents had been good at sport and both were highly competitive; it must run in the Botham genes. Marie had played badminton, hockey and, unusually for the times, women’s cricket, to a good standard. Les was also a keen cricketer, had run in middle-distance events for East Yorkshire and played football for the Combined Services. He had a trial for Hull City when he was a boy and also had an offer to join Bolton or Blackburn as a professional footballer. With the financial rewards available in football these days, it wouldn’t be a hard decision to make, but it was a very different world back then. My dad thought long and hard about it but, tempted though he was, the modest wages of a football player and the lack of security and prospects when his brief career was over made him turn down the offer; if he stayed in the Navy, he’d at least get a pension when he retired.


  With my parents’ sporting background, it was probably not entirely surprising that I proved to be something of a sportsman myself. I can’t remember a time when I didn’t have a cricket bat in my hand and I’d been bowling daisy cutters at the garage door since I was six and playing impromptu games of cricket in the local park at every opportunity. I would have preferred a brother to a sister so we could have played sport together and  according to my mother; I’ve somehow erased this from my memory  I punished Dale for being the wrong sex by insisting on calling her John, and making her talk in a deep voice and play cricket and football with me.


  Like most siblings, my long-suffering sister and I were constantly fighting when we were kids, and Dale even had to learn to treat my rare displays of brotherly love with caution. After the shed at the bottom of our garden burned down in mysterious circumstances, arson was suspected and my parents lined up the two principal suspects  Dale and me. I gave her hand an encouraging squeeze as we waited for the interrogation to begin and it was pure coincidence that the box of matches I’d been holding somehow found their way into her hand at the same time. One of the rare examples of brothersister co-operation in our youth came at the end of every summer, when we collected the apples from our orchard, set up a table at the end of our drive and sold them to passers-by.


  Beyond the hedge at the rear of our house was a little lane leading to the woods and on the other side of the lane were the Yeovil Grammar School playing fields, where I often went to watch the older boys playing cricket. I even made a couple of holes in the hedge to give me easier access, which may not have endeared me to the assistant groundsman who often rounded me up and carted me back home in his wheelbarrow; but once he and the school teachers realised that I could play a bit, they were happy for me to watch, and to field and to bowl to the boys in the nets, though chances to bat were very few and far between.


  My love affair with sport grew stronger in September 1962 when, aged six and three-quarters, I moved from Miss Wright’s private school at Penmount to Milford Junior School. I went home for lunch at first but when I found out that kids who ate school dinners were allowed to play football afterwards, I managed to persuade Mum and Dad to let me stay at school for lunch. I was only in my first year and officially you were not allowed to play football until the second, but Richard Hibbitt, the deputy headmaster who was also in charge of games, saw how keen I was and asked my parents to allow me to play for the school team. That was all the encouragement I needed, and as young as seven, my mum found me one day, my tongue protruding from the corner of my mouth as I wrote my name over and over on a piece of paper. ‘What on earth are you doing, Ian?’ she said.


  ‘Well, people are going to be asking me for my autograph one day,’ I said, ‘so I’m just practising it.’


  The school was newly built in typical 1960s style  concrete walls, flat roofs and huge windows that made it sweltering in summer and freezing in winter  and I hadn’t been in her class more than a few weeks when my form mistress, Mrs Olwyn Joyce, was telling my parents that she wished the school had been built with rather less panoramic windows. I spent most of my time staring out of them, watching the other kids doing games and wishing I was out there as well.


  Mr Hibbitt was my great ally. A sports nut, he recognised and encouraged my talent, and didn’t even make a fuss when I broke a school window since I’d done it by hitting a cricket ball for six. He also gave me my first earnings from sport when he put piles of coins on a good length on the cricket pitch and told us that any coins we managed to hit were ours. I needed no further encouragement and collected the cash in very quick time.


  There was one potential block to my emerging prowess as a cricketer: I was colour-blind. It was first suspected at school where they noticed that, unlike those of my peers, the skies in the pictures I painted were rarely blue. The diagnosis was confirmed when I had the standard eye test, trying to pick out numbers among dots of contrasting colours, and I couldn’t see them at all. It’s a very common condition in males  as many as one man in three suffers from it  and it usually manifests itself as a difficulty in distinguishing green from red. In theory that presents a sizeable obstacle in a sport played with a red ball on a green grass pitch, but in fact the actual pitch is usually colourless and the sightscreen against which you’re spotting the ball is white. In any case, if you’re standing at one end of a pitch with a bat in your hands and a small round object is approaching you at high speed, whatever colour it might appear to be, it’s probably a pretty good idea to try and hit it.


  Mr Hibbitt excepted, I had problems convincing my teachers that even though I was two or three years too young for the age group of the team, I was more than good enough to play. This was to be a recurring and frustrating problem throughout my youth and beyond, but once I was given an opportunity, I rarely needed more than one chance to win over the doubters. Mr Hibbitt had raided the school funds for a couple of new cricket bats, one of which, he made clear, was for my exclusive use, and perhaps helped by the new bat, I went from strength to strength as a batsman. In Under-11 cricket it was very rare for a team to total much more than fifty or sixty and an individual score of twenty was worthy of special note. Yet I was regularly scoring centuries in inter-school games. If people needed any confirmation that I had a special talent, then this was it; I and they could see that there was a gulf between myself and my contemporaries.


  I was also a big hitter. I didn’t do any exercises or weight training to build up my strength, but my natural physique and the endless hours I spent out of doors, climbing up trees  though not down them  and constantly playing sport of all kinds, developed my fitness and strength until I could hit the ball harder and farther than most adults. During one school match I hit a six over mid-wicket that cleared the roof of the school building and landed in the car park on the far side. My only regret was that it had somehow missed all the cars. A beaming Mr Hibbitt paced it out and then told me that he reckoned it would have carried the boundary at Somerset’s county ground at Taunton, or even at Lord’s.


  I could also field a bit. On the school sports day I took part in the throwing the cricket ball competition. The teacher doing the judging took up station a safe distance away down the playing fields and several of my peers took their turns. Then it was my go. The teacher must have been glancing down at his clipboard as I ran up and threw the ball, because after waiting for a few seconds, he shouted: ‘Well come on then, Botham, we haven’t got all day. Get on with it.’


  ‘But I’ve already thrown it, sir.’


  Frowning, he peered at the ground between us and to either side of the target area. ‘Then where on earth is it?’


  ‘About twenty yards behind you, sir.’


  He stared at me in disbelief, then looked behind him, did a double-take and began pacing out the extra distance to where the ball was lying in the grass. The best throw by any of my schoolmates was barely half as far. As a result of this feat, Mr Hibbitt then entered me in an Under-13s throwing the cricket ball competition in London  the Crusaders’ Union National Sports Day at Motspur Park. Like the teacher in Somerset, the judges could not believe their measurements of the distance I achieved with my first throw, so they made me throw again. They measured this one with even greater care but the result was pretty much the same, a record throw of just over 207 feet, which remained unsurpassed for many years. I won the Victor Ludorum and took a shiny silver cup back to Somerset with me, the first trophy I had ever won.


  I enjoyed my success. The parents of my contemporaries probably had me down as an arrogant little so and so, and they might even have been right, but if it sometimes made me a precocious, bumptious child, that self-belief was also what made me a fierce and successful competitor at whatever I turned my hand to. People at school sometimes called me a bighead but I used to think, ‘No I’m not. I’m just very good at this, a lot better than you, as a matter of fact. So I’m going to keep enjoying it and I’m going to keep doing it. Get used to it.’ Each time I went up to a higher level or an older age group, I did pause to wonder if I would be good enough to succeed, but each time I realised that I was as good as, and usually far better than, anyone else playing at that level.


  My dad also began taking me along to his cricket matches for the Westland Helicopters’ Second XI. He was easily good enough to have played for the first team but he didn’t want to commit the time because it would mean him being away from home too much at weekends, so he captained the second team and we set off together on Saturday mornings, walking down the road with our bats and the Tupperware box in which Mum put our sandwiches. If either side was short  which often happens in club cricket, especially at second team level  I would volunteer to make up the numbers. I was heartbroken if both teams were at full strength, but most weeks I’d get a game and from the age of eight onwards I was not only playing against full-grown men but more than holding my own.


  By the time I began secondary school at Buckler’s Mead in Yeovil  then much smaller than the massive school it has now become  my strengths and weaknesses were recognised by everyone, including myself. I was good, very good, at sport, but my lack of prowess in the classroom was acknowledged by the nickname my mates gave me: ‘Bungalow’  nothing upstairs. Despite the nickname, I wasn’t unintelligent, but I simply had no interest in anything that would not further the aim I had already set myself of becoming a professional sportsman. Nor did my lack of academic ability prevent me displaying my trademark self-confidence when it came time to sit the 11-plus exam. When I came home from school that day, my mum was waiting on the doorstep. ‘Well?’ she said. ‘How did it go?’


  ‘Dead easy,’ I said. ‘I don’t know what all the fuss is about.’ It therefore came as something of a shock to my parents when a letter arrived a few weeks later to say that I’d failed by some distance. If the 11-plus had been a quick single, I’d have been stranded halfway down the wicket.


  I got into a few scrapes and scraps at school, and in general took my punishment without complaint, but my woodwork teacher and I were on a collision course from the start. Woodwork wasn’t exactly my forte. My joints were always too tight or too loose, the legs on my coffee table were so constantly shortened to try and level them up that in the end I turned it into a tray instead, and even my attempt at a toy cricket bat was a disaster. The end came when one of my classmates was fooling about behind me and, having wrongly identified me as the culprit, the woodwork teacher cracked me on the head with a T-square. I don’t know whether the blow or the injustice of it riled me more, but I was shaking with rage and was tempted to flatten him there and then  and even at that age, I was powerful enough to have done so. Instead I thought about it for a few seconds and then told him, ‘I’m going to do you a favour and leave the room now.’ I went straight to the headmaster, told him what had happened, and then said, ‘I’m not going to go home and blab about what’s gone on today, but nor am I ever going in a class with that teacher again.’ It did the trick; that was the end of my woodwork lessons. Looking back now, it seems remarkable that a schoolboy in that much more deferential era should have had such self-confidence and self-possession, but for whatever reason, that was the way I was.


  Even as a boy, once I’d got past the brief flirtation with the idea of being a doctor, I had no doubt where my future lay: in professional sport. The careers master at Buckler’s Mead wouldn’t have been doing his job if he hadn’t made some efforts to point out the pitfalls, like the lack of security and the small percentage who actually made it, but I had already been through all this with him, and my mum and dad, on several occasions, and I saw no point in covering the same well-worn ground again.


  ‘Morning, Ian,’ he said, as I turned up at the library for yet another session. ‘Any thoughts since last time?’


  ‘No. I’m still going to be a professional sportsman.’


  He gave me an indulgent smile. ‘Of course you are. Every schoolboy has the same dream. But what are you really going to do for a living?’


  ‘I’ve just told you what I’m going to do,’ I said. ‘Why won’t you believe me? There are loads of boys behind me in the queue who don’t have the faintest idea what they’re going to do. They’re the ones who need your help, not me. I know precisely what I’m going to do, so there’s no point in me coming to any more of these sessions.’


  Just as I had with my woodwork teacher, I told the careers master that I wouldn’t be coming to see him again, and then walked out, but once more I took the precaution of going straight to the headmaster’s office and telling him what had happened. When I’d explained my unshakeable belief in the career that awaited me and the total pointlessness of going to careers advisory sessions with a master who ignored what I said and started recommending all sorts of other, wholly unsuitable occupations, the headmaster said, ‘Fair enough. Next time there’s a careers session, come to my office instead.’ I did so and the headmaster and I sat and talked about cricket until the bell rang for the next lesson.


  I was very good at most sports at school, but rugby was one that passed me by. I love to watch it now, but back then the rules might as well have been written in Latin for all I knew about them. We were a football school, but when a new games teacher arrived  a Welshman  he brought part of his Celtic heritage into play and told us we’d have to play rugby for half the year from then on. We were willing to give it a go, but none of us had ever played the game in our lives and our first and, as it turned out, our only game of rugby was a complete shambles. Whenever most of our players had the ball in their hands  and that wasn’t often  and saw someone coming to tackle them, they threw the ball blindly over their shoulders and ran for it.


  The other side had one star player, a hammer thrower who’d represented England Schools, who was a great big lump of a guy and ran straight through us every time he got the ball. I tried to tackle him, but he just steamrollered me out of the way and, as an afterthought, whacked me on the head as he went by  and not just a hand-off, a blow with a clenched fist. After this happened for the second time I went to the referee and said, ‘Is he allowed to do that?’


  The ref just said, ‘Get on with the game,’ so I thought, ‘Fair enough,’ and the next time the big guy came at me, I got my retaliation in first and did a football-style sliding tackle on him. Then I was off, running like hell with the gorilla in hot pursuit. He never caught me though. I mightn’t have been the fastest runner around, but I was much too quick for him. That was the end of the school’s rugby experiment; from then on we stuck to football.


  When I was ten we moved to a larger house on the top of town with views out to the Mendips and Glastonbury Tor. At the foot of the terraced garden was a small wood and open fields sloping steeply down to the stream that ran through the bottom of the valley, a perfect slope for winter sledging. My bedroom window faced Yeovilton aerodrome and on the days I was ill, I lay in bed watching the aircraft and helicopters taking off and landing, though there weren’t many days like that; I hated missing school because it meant missing a game of cricket or football as well. On the rare occasions when my mates and I were not playing sport, we’d be doing what country boys used to do: fishing, damming streams, or going off to try and pot rabbits with our air rifles. I got my first air rifle after having a couple of teeth pulled out at the dentist. I was put to sleep while they were taken out and when I came round, a brand new air rifle was lying across my lap … either the tooth fairy was a fully paid-up member of the NRA, or my mum had been round to the dentist’s the day before with it so that I would have it as soon as I woke up.


  My dad drew some concentric circles on a piece of wood and nailed it to a tree at the bottom of the garden so that I could practise my shooting, but he had to intervene hastily when I found a more challenging alternative target. I was just drawing a bead on the backside of our next-door neighbour as he stooped to weed his vegetable patch when my dad followed my gaze and knocked the barrel of the air rifle up just as I was about to fire.


  I didn’t really discover girls until I was fifteen or sixteen; before that, as far as I was concerned, they just got in the way of playing sport. An abrupt change in my attitude was signalled when I sidled up to my mum in the kitchen, and as casually as I could manage, asked her to get me some Lifebuoy soap next time she went shopping. Mum weighed me up for a moment and then came straight to the point. ‘Who is she and what’s her name?’


  I blushed. ‘Her name’s Margaret.’


  ‘And what’s the big attraction?’


  ‘She can run faster than me.’


  ‘When you get a bit older, Ian,’ my mum said, ‘that’ll cease to be an attraction.’ I had so much to learn…


  My subsequent attempts to attract the interest of the opposite sex led to one or two fashion disasters. My bright orange shirt with a huge collar, blue flared trousers and platform shoes certainly ensured that I caught the eye of the local girls, but not necessarily in the way I’d have liked.


  Although we had our moments, I think my teenage years were probably less traumatic for my parents than most, mainly because my dad and especially my mum laid down clear rules about what they expected from me and were willing to back them up with strict discipline. On the one occasion we had a really big row, ending with me threatening to leave home and go to London to see the bright lights, my mum simply called my bluff by packing my bags and leaving them in the hall by the front door. Shamefaced, I carried them back upstairs and that was the last empty threat of that sort that I issued.


  The major source of arguments with my parents was my determination to make sport my career. As any parent would, they worried about what would happen if I failed to make the grade. It was not a thought that had ever troubled my mind; I knew I was going right to the top. The only doubt that I harboured was whether I should be a professional cricketer or a professional footballer. I played as a central defender for my school football team and I was good enough to be picked for the county schools team as well. I also played for Ilminster Town, scoring a hat-trick for them in one game and then scoring four a couple of games later  not bad for someone who was primarily a defender. I was spotted by scouts from various clubs and in due course I had an offer from Crystal Palace  then a top-flight football club  and from five other clubs in the lower divisions. The approaches were always made to my dad, not to me; I think it was illegal to sign players below a certain age, so the scouts would talk to the parents, and if any cheques changed hands, they always had a parent’s name, not the son’s, on them.


  In my case it never got to that stage. When the offers started to come in I sat down with my dad and asked his advice. He thought about it for a few moments and then said, ‘Right, son. I think you’re a better cricketer than a footballer,’ and that was it, the decision was made, though had Chelsea been one of the clubs chasing me, it might have given me serious pause for thought. I’d been a Chelsea fan ever since I first saw them. I started supporting them for no better reason than that I liked the colour of their shirts, and my bedroom was decorated in the team’s blue. I even gave my mum a Chelsea rosette so that she could match the shade exactly when she was buying the paint, wallpaper and bed covers, though she drew the line when it came to the carpet. When Chelsea beat Leeds United in the 1970 Cup Final replay at Old Trafford, I drew a picture of the trophy on my bedroom wall.


  As I grew older, I recognised the wisdom of the advice my dad had given me. There was a lot more money to be made in football than cricket at the time  there still is  but my dad saw that, while I was a competent footballer and certainly good enough to have enjoyed a moderately successful professional career, I did not stand out from those around me as being a special talent. I was just one of the team, neither the best nor the worst player in it. In cricket, on the other hand, I was definitely the most gifted player in any team in which I played, and not just slightly better than the others, but miles ahead of them. This wasn’t bigheadedness  though I certainly wasn’t short in the ego department  it was a cold recognition of the facts.


  My success at cricket was all the more remarkable because, although I played the game incessantly whenever enough people could be rounded up to make up the numbers, I rarely practised, least of all in the nets. That was partly because of my low boredom threshold, but it was also because I always suffered badly from claustrophobia whenever I went into the nets. It sounds ridiculous but it was true, and it was even more curious because I’ve never suffered from claustrophobia in lifts, cellars or any other confined areas, but I genuinely used to hate being in the nets, especially the indoor ones; they felt like prisons to me. Perhaps it was the noise, the endless squeal of rubber-soled shoes on wood floors as bowlers turned and ran up, and the crack of bat and ball from adjoining nets that always made me flinch and want to duck just as I was facing my own delivery. When I was bowling, I used to fall away to the side after delivering the ball and always found myself heading straight for the side netting. Whatever the reasons, I had a particular aversion to nets and would go some way to avoid them. If I had to go into them and bat  and if I was going to make a career as a cricketer, a certain amount of time in the nets was unavoidable  I tended to start smashing the ball around as soon as I got in there, probably in the hope that it would shorten the ordeal if I did so.


  As was so often the case with me, I was covering up my genuine fears and insecurities with a display of sheer bravado, but I also felt most fired up when my back was to the wall. From my earliest days, some of my best performances came when I felt that I had no other option than to come out with all guns firing. It was as vital a part of my armoury as my self-belief and my ultra-competitive nature. Without that I would never have achieved anything, and as a kid I had it in abundance. I simply had to win at everything I did, whether it was football, cricket, Monopoly or a game of I-Spy to while away a long car journey, and that burning desire to be better than the rest  a winner  at anything I do has never left me.


  However, it was also reflected in my inability to admit to a mistake. The idea that I might have bowled a bad ball, played an injudicious shot or misfielded simply never occurred to me. If I bowled a long hop and was hit for four, it wasn’t a bad ball, it was all part of my tactical masterplan and the next delivery would get him out for sure. If I dropped a catch, or was bowled or caught, I had an everlasting list of reasons at the ready  the sun was in my eyes, someone in the crowd had chosen that moment to take a flash photograph or rustle a newspaper, a midge had flown into my eye, or whatever it took to preserve my pride and self-belief. It must have been irritating as hell to my teammates and coaches, but it did the job for me. I grew more and more successful as a player and the occasions when I needed to trot out those hoary old excuses grew fewer and fewer.


  In 1969, aged just thirteen, I made my debut for the Somerset Schools Under-15 side against Wiltshire. We won the toss and batted but were soon in trouble, with four or five batsmen back in the pavilion quite cheaply, and when I got to the wicket, I was surrounded by a very attacking field … which left plenty of gaps in the outfield. My dad had bought me a brand new Stuart Surridge, Ken Barrington-autographed bat especially for the occasion. A Surrey and England batsman, Barrington was my cricketing hero. Most people would probably think of him as a pretty dour and dogged player  the Geoffrey Boycott of southern England  but I liked the uncompromising attitude he showed and the way he wore his colours on his chest.


  I had one other sporting hero, an England fast bowler, and when his county played at Taunton, my dad took me round to the back of the pavilion to join the small group of kids waiting for autographs. When he arrived, the England bowler pushed straight past us, saying, ‘I’m not signing autographs now, come back at lunchtime.’ When we did, he told us, ‘Come back at tea,’ and then, ‘Come back after close of play.’


  When he finally emerged from the pavilion, he made straight for his car, and when we followed him across the car park, he turned round and gave us a foul mouthful. As I hesitated, my dad, who had been waiting in the background, called out, ‘Come here, Ian, you don’t want the autograph of a man who behaves like that.’ In my later years, I always tried to keep that incident in mind if I was tempted to be impatient with fans waiting for me.


  Unlike that fast bowler, Ken Barrington was always polite and patient with fans and autograph hunters, and my bat was my most treasured possession. It was the first time I’d used it in a competitive match. I put it to pretty good use, smashing the bowling to all parts of the ground. I scored 80 very quickly and we won the game with something to spare.


  My dad had struck a deal with me that he’d pay me 6d for every run I scored  not that I needed any added incentive to do well  and my innings ensured a £2 jackpot. He paid up with a smile but made sure that he never risked anything like the same amount again. The next day, I had another nice bonus. For the first time ever, I made headlines in the local paper, the Weston Gazette: YEOVIL BOY WINS GAME. I was on my way, and as well as achieving my fifteen seconds of local fame, it led to me being snapped up by the Yeovil cricket club, which played in a higher league than my dad’s Westland team. I moved on with his blessing and suddenly I was in the big league, travelling to the furthest reaches of the known world … like Poole and Bournemouth.


  In 1970, the year after I’d played for Somerset Under-15s as a thirteen-year-old, I was selected to represent the south-west at the trials for the England Under-15s; inevitably I’d been told that I wasn’t old enough to play the year before. The trials to decide who would play for England Schools against the Public Schools XI were held in Liverpool. Dad came with me and saw me play a blinder. During the long train journey up from Somerset, I’d spent a lot of time thinking about the field I was going to set and how I was going to get batsmen out and get myself noticed. When I came on to bowl, I set a field to fit the plan I’d evolved and picked up a wicket straight away when I beat the batsman through the air and had him caught at mid-wicket. I took five more wickets that afternoon and left the field very happy with my performance and sure that I would be picked for the final XI.


  That confidence was increased when I then scored 80 with the bat; how could they possibly leave me out? Quite easily as it turned out. Not for the first time and certainly not for the last, a panel of selectors saw things in a very different light. My dad had been sitting near enough to them to overhear their conversations, and when I took my first wicket, he heard one of them say, ‘Ignore that. It was a fluke.’


  When they read out the team that they had chosen, my name was not among those selected. I went straight up to the chairman of the selectors and said, ‘Why haven’t I been picked?’


  He did a bit of a double-take  schoolboys, and especially fourteen-year-old ones, were clearly expected to be seen rather than heard  but then told me, ‘Well, we thought the opposition you faced was not as strong as some of the other teams.’


  ‘Is that so?’ I said. ‘Well, who else scored as many runs and took as many wickets against them?’


  Once more, he looked taken aback and he had no answer for me, but I still didn’t make the team. He did mention that they considered me a batsman rather than a bowler; I suppose they hadn’t heard of all-rounders. I suspected then and still believe that the real reasons they didn’t pick me were a) that I was a yokel from the south-west and b) that a couple of them had already made up their minds to choose someone else that they thought was a better player, and who just happened to come from the Home Counties, like them.


  My dad was fuming, and when the selectors added insult to injury by offering me the exalted role of substitute’s substitute  thirteenth man  we both said ‘No thanks’ and set off for Lime Street Station and the train home. I think the rebellious, anti-Establishment side of my nature was born there and then, but I also began to learn a bit of the street wisdom that a country boy like me badly needed to acquire.


  That trip to Liverpool taught me a lot, not least that sometimes you have to be better than anybody else, just to be treated the same. That wasn’t just my prejudice; I met there two other future professional cricketers whose experiences were very similar to mine. Graham Stevenson, a Yorkshire lad, who was a future England fast bowler, and Paul Romaines, who came from the north-east and played for Gloucestershire for many years, were similarly ignored. The kids from the wrong side of the tracks just didn’t make it. I now began to realise that life was not always going to be fair and square. That didn’t put me off at all; it merely spurred me on. Whatever obstacles were put in my way, I was going to overcome them. It would just make me even more determined to succeed.


  I hadn’t caught the eye of the selectors of the England Under-15s, but before long there were the first stirrings of interest from the Somerset county team, and I was invited to attend a practice session with a few other promising youngsters from the county. My heart was thumping as I entered the Taunton ground for the first time as a player and looked around. Even now, it has something of the feeling of one of those farms where extensions and buildings have been tacked on over the years as needed  there are still a couple of corrugated iron sheds shrouded in chicken wire at one side of the ground. Back then it definitely had a quirky, almost organic feel to it, though the red sandstone spires and pinnacles of the churches of St James, St George and St Mary visible behind the ramshackle, weather-boarded pavilion, the ancient yew and pine trees in St James’s churchyard and the sweep of the Quantock Hills rising in the distance also gave it a timeless quality.


  I could almost feel the history of the place as I crossed the greyhound track that then encircled the ground and walked across an outfield that seemed to go on for ever. The grass was manicured and the square looked as flat as a billiard table. Countless cricketing greats had played on this ground; in 1895, the great Archie MacLaren had smashed 424 runs to all corners of it. I could feel my fingers tightening on the handle of my bat, desperate to get out there myself and score some runs on that perfect surface and maybe launch a six into the muddy waters of the River Tone drifting by beyond the far boundary. One day, I told myself, one day …


  I joined a group of tongue-tied boys clustered around the Somerset coach and two sun-burned, weatherbeaten senior pros, Merv Kitchen and Tom Cartwright, who were there to run the rule over us. I did well enough at that first practice session but the fact that Somerset continued to show interest in me over the next couple of years was largely due to Tom Cartwright. He had been an excellent all-rounder with Warwickshire, Somerset and England over the years, and I think in many ways he saw me as a younger version of himself. Although he was now well into the veteran stage, he was still a very skilful bowler, and for a medium pacer, which is all he was, he was quite exceptional, with great control and nagging accuracy but also variety and a very subtle change of pace.


  After watching me that first time in the nets at Somerset, he called me over and had a chat with me. I was known primarily for my batting then, but he saw how desperate I was to become an all-rounder, and my enthusiasm must have struck a chord, for he said, ‘You’re a decent bowler. Get out there and bowl.’ From then on, with Peter Robinson, the coach at Taunton, he was my mentor. He really helped and encouraged me, taught me the art of swing bowling, and continued to champion me in the face of opposition from some other figures within the county who thought I was no more than average. Tom had seen enough in me to form a different opinion and though he used to hold his head in his hands sometimes as I persisted in bowling bouncer after bouncer rather than following the advice he had given me, he had enough belief in me to keep the faith and not give up.


  I was grateful for the coaching and advice that Tom and Peter gave me, but I didn’t take it quite so well when I was in a bit of a bad streak with my batting and my father began to offer some unsolicited advice. ‘Ian, what you should be doing…’ was as far as he got before I interrupted him. ‘Listen, Dad,’ I said, ‘I don’t come down to Westland and tell you how to do your job…’


  I’d left school at the legal minimum age  I think both sides realised that there was no point in prolonging the agony any further  and I didn’t even look back as I walked out of the gates for the last time. School was over; it was time to start making my way in the world, and the only world I was interested in was that of professional cricket. I received a huge boost not long afterwards when, at Tom Cartwright’s instigation, Somerset recommended me to Len Muncer, the chief coach of the Lord’s ground staff, the traditional apprenticeship to a career in the professional game. My first visit to Lord’s took place at the end of August 1971. Dad was busy at work and couldn’t come with me, so I travelled up with Mum for the trial. We got off the train at Waterloo and took a cab, at huge expense, to Lord’s. Walking into ‘the cathedral of cricket’ for the first time should have been an unforgettable moment, but I was so hyped up and focused on the trial for the ground staff that neither Lord’s nor even London really registered on me. It was only on my second visit that I really began to take notice of my surroundings.


  My mum sat in the rose garden behind the pavilion while I went off to try and prove what I could do. I was fifteen and the youngest boy there, and though I bowled and batted pretty well, I was up against boys who were all a good bit older than me, and I was more than a little startled when Len Muncer took me to one side and told me, ‘We want you to start on Saturday.’


  I didn’t have any stuff with me other than my cricket gear and the clothes I’d come up in, so I arranged to go home to get my things and then come back on my own on the Monday, providing that I’d managed to overcome my parents’ reservations. Even though Mum bought me dinner on the train going home to celebrate and Dad had pointed me towards cricket rather than football as a career, my parents still harboured serious reservations. They worried about what sort of life I would have if I failed to make the grade and ended up as an unemployed seventeen- or eighteen-year-old cricketer with not a single qualification to my name. It took a conversation with Roy Kerslake, a member of Somerset’s cricket committee, to finally convince my dad.


  Roy told him that boys who didn’t make it as county cricketers often used their Lord’s ground staff experience to get jobs as cricket coaches at the independent and public schools, and that was enough to persuade my parents to let me take my chances as a cricketer. Throughout my entire life until that point, they had given me unflagging encouragement, support and sound advice. Without them I would never have been able to set foot on my chosen path, but now I had to travel it alone. I had been given my chance and it was up to me to take it.


  There were only three weeks of the season left by the time I got back to Lord’s but it was enough time to demonstrate to myself and to Len Muncer that I was good enough to shine even in this relatively exalted company and I was at once invited back for the following summer, 1972.


  My time at Lord’s, brief as it was, had also opened my eyes to the wider world beyond Somerset. When I first arrived I was the original country bumpkin, young and totally naive about life in a big city that never slept. In Yeovil the town centre was deserted five minutes after the pubs shut; London’s West End seemed as busy at four in the morning as it was at four in the afternoon. The older ground staff also introduced me to the dubious delights of Soho, including my first ever visit to a strip club. I stood there transfixed; such was my naiveté, I hadn’t even known there were such things. Once more, I had much to learn…


  The gulf between the haves and have-nots was also eye-opening for me  the rich men with their expensive suits, beautiful companions and chauffeur-driven limousines, and the down-and-outs sleeping in shop doorways or under bridges. Even that short spell in London was enough to convince me that I wanted to be one of life’s successes, not one of its casualties, and professional cricket would be my means to achieve it, but first I had to get through the winter.


  I returned to Somerset  life was cheaper there  and went to the local labour exchange to look for work to tide me over. I wasn’t proud, I’d do anything that paid a few quid, and I was never out of work the whole winter. I enjoyed physical work and I threw myself into it with the same energy I showed on the cricket field. As a result, working as a plasterer’s mate and keeping two plasterers supplied at once, I earned more in five days during some weeks than I did in a whole season of playing cricket. It not only put some money in my pocket, it also made me appreciate the cricket season all the more when it came, and made me even more determined that there was going to be more to my life than mixing plaster. My new mates couldn’t understand why I was going back to cricket when I was making such good money working with them, but I said, ‘Look, lads, you’ve got to see the bigger picture here. This’ll have long-term benefits; one day it’ll pay off.’


  When I arrived back at Lord’s full-time the following spring, I had to readjust to earning a lot less money while paying out a lot more in rent and other expenses  at that age, mostly beer. As a ground staff member I was paid just £12 a week. Out of that I had to pay for my accommodation, and St John’s Wood certainly wasn’t the cheapest place to be looking for digs. I finished up paying five guineas a week  the fact that the rent was in guineas says a lot  for a half share of a dingy, damp and decrepit basement. By the time I’d paid for food and laundry, not that there was much of either, there was very little left. We were paid on Thursday and by Sunday we were all skint.


  My reappearance at Lord’s had been greeted by the kind of ritual that goes with the turf in professional sport: the initiation ceremony. The older boys marched into the junior dressing room, pounced on the newcomers, pinned them down, de-bagged them and gave the ‘meat and two veg’ a generous coating of whitewash  not over-sophisticated perhaps, but the strength of the resistance you offered dictated your future status. Although still only sixteen, I was a powerful lad and it took about half a dozen of them to hold me down and get the job done. When the initiation was over, I was in with the in crowd…


  My best mate on the ground staff was Rodney Ontong, who had come to Lord’s from South Africa and later went on to play for Glamorgan. In its different way, his home town of East London was as much of a sleepy country town as Yeovil, and as two country boys, we immediately struck up a friendship. We also had the same confidence and ebullience and approached cricket in the same fashion: play it hard on the pitch, and then play even harder afterwards. Every time I went home to Yeovil I came back with as many plastic containers of scrumpy  rough cider  as I could carry, and we blended it with Onty’s South African brandy. It was frighteningly cheap and a very acquired taste, but it provided more bangs per buck than more sophisticated and expensive drinks, and as impoverished ground staff boys, value for money was all-important.


  There were also a lot of practical jokes like setting fire to the back of newspapers as people were reading them, or putting bits of fruit or a festering prawn in the corner of someone’s cricket bag or one of the fingers of their gloves just before they went out to bat. I carried on playing such pranks throughout my career; I derived enormous pleasure from them, though I’m not sure if my colleagues always found them quite as amusing.


  Sometimes the pranks went too far, particularly on one wet, miserable day when I decided to perk up the dressing room and picked up a glass jug of water to give one of the juniors, a lad called Anwar Muhammad, first use of the showers. As I threw the water over him, the jug came away with it, leaving me holding a broken handle. The broken jug hit him and cut his hand so badly that he nearly lost a finger, and my wrist was bleeding so much that I was afraid that I’d never play cricket again. There was blood everywhere and an ambulance was called but luckily neither of us was seriously injured.


  There was more broken glass when Onty and I staged one of our impromptu games of football in the hallway of our digs. The landlady was dour and humourless, with an expression set in permafrost, and failed to see the funny side when Onty let fly with a screaming shot that beat my despairing dive and went straight through the window and into the road. We were well behind with the rent and had already received several final warnings; this time we were turfed out without further ado.


  Luckily, we scrounged some floor space at some friends’ place for a couple of weeks, and when we’d outstayed our welcome there, we slept at Lord’s, something a few of the gentlemen in ‘egg and bacon’ ties have also done over the years. Security was poor to non-existent in those innocent days, so every night we sneaked in after dark and got what passed for a night’s sleep curled up in one of the baths in the junior changing rooms.


  Although Onty committed his fair share of crimes and misdemeanours, he made sure that he stayed on the right side of the coaches, Len Muncer and his assistant Harry Sharp, whereas I struggled with Len, who was a military type, with razor-sharp creases in his flannels and immaculately whitened boots. Apart from my occasional bad behaviour, most of the friction between us arose because he’d made up his mind almost from the start that I couldn’t bowl. Somerset had recommended me as an all-rounder, but Len didn’t see it that way and had me down as a batsman, pure and simple.


  He didn’t much like me, thinking I was much too full of myself, and who knows, he may even have been right. Our relationship deteriorated even further after I broke one of the unwritten rules by which he set great store. It was the practice to give your wicket away as soon as you had reached 50, in a suitably subtle fashion  it didn’t do us any harm and it was a nice boost for the bowler’s ego. However, I’d been having a bad run of form with the bat and when we played the City of London School I failed to follow the normal tradition and, having reached 50, instead of giving my wicket away, I proceeded to fill my boots and make a century. I left the field in a stony silence and was then taken to one side by Len and given a savage tongue-lashing.


  Fortunately, Len’s assistant, Harry Sharp, nicknamed ‘The Admiral’ on the predictable grounds that he had been an able seaman during the war, didn’t share Len’s assessment of my character or my talent and gave me a lot of encouragement. He took up his position behind the nets while I was batting, and kept up a running commentary between puffs on the cigarette that was always dangling from his bottom lip: ‘Bloody awful shot that one, Botham … but if you keep hitting it, son, you keep on playing it.’


  Despite my aversion to nets, most of my bowling had to be done there, not only for practice but also because it was the place to escape from some of the more tedious tasks that were part of the job of the ground staff, including cleaning out the dressing rooms. However, my feud with Len meant that I also lost out on one of the perks. Every weekend, MCC teams played matches all over the country, and players would often pull out at fairly short notice. When that happened, a member of the Lord’s ground staff would deputise, getting not only a game of cricket, but his expenses, a free lunch and tea and often a few drinks as well. From one match we could not only eat like kings but, by claiming the train fare and then hitchhiking to the ground, we could also double our £12 wages for the week.


  Unfortunately, because I’d locked horns with Len, I was very rarely picked for these trips, though at least I did manage to eat at the games the ground staff team  known as ‘The Nippers’  played against London schools and cricket clubs. During the tea interval we put away more food than was humanly possible and for good measure we also stuffed any leftovers into our bags for later consumption. A forgotten, festering pork pie or green-tinged chicken drumstick would sometimes turn up in a dark corner of my cricket bag a couple of weeks later. The matches were taken fairly seriously, but everyone also understood that as the evening shadows began to lengthen the aim was to get the game over and hit the bar as quickly as possible. For our home matches we had the invaluable assistance of an umpire called John Collins. Even with his back to the pavilion, John could tell when the towels were coming off the beer pumps and from then on any appeal, no matter how optimistic, was likely to be greeted with a broad smile and an upraised finger. ‘And that’s your lot,’ he’d say happily as the last dumbfounded batsman was sent packing and John would then lead the charge for the bar, revealing a turn of speed that would have done credit to a man half his years.


  Over the course of that summer, Somerset called me back a number of times to involve me with the second team. The club didn’t have a lot of money in those days and if they had injuries they were scratching around for players, so when one of the Somerset committee mentioned to the captain, Brian Close, that there was a Somerset youngster on the Lord’s ground staff, Brian said, ‘Well, let’s have a look at him, then.’


  A report from Lord’s on my progress arrived ahead of me and I was lucky that Brian preferred to form his own judgement, otherwise my promising career might have been still-born because the report, signed by my nemesis, Len Muncer, stated unequivocally ‘Ian Botham will never make a first-class cricketer’. Brian and a few other people at Somerset disagreed with that opinion, and although I was due to return to Lord’s for the whole of the summer of 1973, in the event I spent hardly any time there at all because during that season I became a regular in the Somerset second team.


  When not playing I made myself useful around the Taunton ground, fetching and carrying and bowling in the nets, and it was on one of these occasions that I first met John Arlott. Somerset were playing a home game and the great cricket writer and broadcaster had arrived to commentate for BBC radio. As I was passing the back of the pavilion, the Somerset secretary, Jimmie James, called me over, pointed to a large wicker basket and said, ‘Ian, I’d like you to take Mr Arlott’s luncheon basket up to the commentary box for him.’


  When I picked it up, I found it was a hell of a weight  the clinking and chinking of bottles coming from inside it as I carried it across the ground suggested the reason for that. To get to the commentary box in those days, you had to climb a rickety set of stairs  though ‘ladder’ would be a more accurate description  and then cross a narrow gantry perched on top of the stand. I struggled up there with my burden and John followed. I helped him unpack his lunch, including cheeses, cold meats, two kinds of bread and four bottles of Beaujolais. It was only ten-thirty in the morning but he got busy with the corkscrew straight away and said, ‘Sit down and have a glass of wine with me.’


  ‘Thank you, Mr Arlott,’ I said, ‘but I don’t really know much about wine.’


  ‘Well,’ he said, ‘the first thing you need to know is that you call me “John”, not “Mr Arlott”, and second, if you’re interested, I’ll tell you a little bit about wine. Now this is Beaujolais…’


  I had a glass of wine with him and listened fascinated as he talked about it with the same enthusiasm, insight and authority with which he talked about cricket. I then reluctantly had to go off and bowl in the nets and do my jobs, but at the close of play I went back up and carried the basket  now considerably lighter since the bottles were empty  back down for him. It was the start of a friendship between us that continued throughout the rest of John’s life, and it was also the beginning for me of a lifelong love of good wines.


  Towards the end of that season, I made my first appearances with the first team squad, first as twelfth man before being blooded in a couple of Sunday League matches. It was largely thanks to Tom Cartwright’s powers of persuasion that Somerset gave me a chance in those games. My match fees were very modest but the mileage rates were better, especially as I hitchhiked to both games. In the first of them, a televised game against Sussex at Hove, I was pretty unsuccessful with bat and ball. When we batted I found myself going in for my first ever innings for Somerset with the score on 39 for five, and didn’t improve matters much. I did at least manage to get off the mark but was then out lbw to Mike Buss for 2. When we fielded, I bowled three indifferent overs for 22 runs and no wickets, but then pouched a skier in the deep to dismiss Tony Greig off Brian Close’s bowling, and I think it was that, as much as anything else, that convinced one or two sceptics at the club that I might have the temperament to make a professional cricketer. We lost that game by six wickets and in the next, the last of the season, against Surrey, I was again out for 2, caught and bowled by Intikhab Alam, but took my first wicket, one for 14 in four overs, though we again went down to a 68-run defeat. Played two, lost two; batting average 2.00, bowling average 36.00, was not quite the start I’d envisaged, but I was offered a one-year contract for the 1974 season, guaranteeing me the princely sum of £250 for the next five-month season. I was joining an elite group: Somerset only had about fourteen full-time pros back then; everyone else was drafted in as required and paid a match fee plus expenses.


  Quite a few of my mates at Lord’s also went on to county cricket careers. In those days being a member of the ground staff was a recognised step on the way to the professional game and counties often sent registered players there to further their cricketing education. These days the counties sign them younger and keep them to themselves, perhaps fearing that someone else may poach them, and I don’t often hear of players now who’ve made that jump from the Lord’s ground staff to professional cricket.


  I was never going to play for any other county than Somerset. It was where I had lived for years and played all my cricket and in any case, county cricket operated under a completely different system then. There were virtually no scouts scrutinising junior teams and passing on recommendations that would today lead to large payments for boys to sign up before they’d even hit their teens. Back then, there was no queue of cheque-waving agents and managers, and I and most other young cricketers felt a definite loyalty towards the county that had nurtured us.


  Young players at Somerset were being introduced into the senior side gradually, so it was never a case of being a club cricketer one day and a full-time professional the next. There was a definite pecking order and the junior players had to know their place. It amazed me in later years to watch fresh-faced seventeen-year-olds march in on the first day and demand: ‘Where’s my sponsored car?’ In those days you did as you were told and  on cricketing matters at least  you kept your mouth shut unless asked for your opinion, and you wouldn’t be holding your breath waiting for that to happen. Anyone who breached this unwritten rule would usually find one of the senior players shaking him warmly by the throat while telling him a few home truths.


  I clearly had learned something from my time at Lord’s and my confrontations with Len Muncer, because when I broke into the Somerset first team, I decided to act like a dumb country yokel, though some of my schoolfriends would have said that I didn’t need too much preparation to get into character. I reckoned that if I was seen as a thick hick from the sticks, I’d be no threat to anyone, and I’d be able to get on with working on my game without attracting too much unwelcome attention. It seemed to work and because the rest of the team thought I didn’t have a brain cell in my head, there was also never any danger of me being drawn into Somerset ‘office politics’, which could be as complicated and poisonous  though rather less affluent  than a medieval court. While everyone else was deep in discussion and argument, I could just concentrate on playing cricket and having a beer or two afterwards, though I had already decided my objectives. My first aim was to break into the county side and stay there. Next, I wanted my county cap, and then, even at that stage, I was looking towards claiming an England Test place.


  However, before any of that, I had to find somewhere to live. My first digs were in Greenway Road, Taunton, sharing with another Somerset new boy, Dennis Breakwell, a slow left-arm bowler who had just joined us from Northamptonshire. It was called a ‘club flat’, but that was overstating it a little. It was close to the county ground, but that was its only good point; it was so damp and dingy that you could have grown mushrooms on the carpets. The electricity and water had been cut off the previous summer, and supplies had never been restored, though it did have a functioning outside tap. We also had the luxury of a toilet, also situated outside, and since there was no running water to that either, it could only be flushed with a bucket of water.


  There was an open fireplace in the living room, but we had no money for coal or logs, so our only source of heat was burning rolled-up newspapers and bits of scrap wood salvaged from skips. There were no cooking facilities at all, so we had to eat out or raid the milk float that woke us every morning as it rattled down the street. We dreaded returning to our digs at the end of the day, and postponed the awful moment as long as possible, first by staying in the pub till closing time  the heat and light were as much of an attraction as the beer  and then going on to a club. By the time we got back, we were so tired and/or drunk that we fell asleep in our sleeping bags on the floor without even noticing our dismal surroundings.


  Fortunately by the start of the 1974 season our situation improved somewhat. My salary had been doubled  to the vast sum of £500 per annum  and Dennis and I found a slightly more comfortable and salubrious flat, in St James Street, right next to the county ground. We also had a new flatmate to share it. I’d been picked for Somerset Under-25s in a one-day game against Glamorgan at the Lansdowne Cricket Club in Bath, and another highly rated young player was also appearing that day. Len Creed, a bookmaker in Bath who was a keen Somerset supporter, had been holidaying in Antigua when he heard about a young cricketing prodigy and went to take a look. What he saw impressed him so much that he used his own money to pay for the young man  Isaac Vivian Alexander Richards  to come over to England. Len then got on the phone and persuaded Somerset to take a look at him. I’d heard stories about this hugely talented young West Indian, who had been playing as a pro in the Bath League that summer and scoring a shedful of runs, and he’d also heard about me, but because I was playing my cricket in Taunton and he was in Bath, we’d never met, nor even seen each other in action until the day of the game against Glamorgan.


  He strolled in, looking nonchalant, dumped his cricket bag in a corner of the dressing room and glanced around.


  ‘I’m Ian,’ I said. ‘You must be Viv. I’ve heard a lot about you.’


  He smiled. ‘I’ve heard a lot about you too.’


  We sat talking as we waited for our turn to bat and the friendship that formed that day has endured and grown ever since. Our performances during the game were a total role-reversal. Viv, the new superstar batsman, went in at first wicket down and one ball later was on his way back to the pavilion, clean bowled for a golden duck. I came in at number five and promptly scored a century, but when Glamorgan batted, I failed to take a wicket and was hit to every corner of the ground. Viv then turned his arm over and took five for 25 with his occasional off-spin. As we strolled off the field at the end of the day, I said, ‘Listen, Viv, from now on, you take the wickets and I’ll score the runs.’


  Our careers proceeded in parallel from then on and we were soul buddies from that first meeting onwards. I think we recognised in each other the same self-belief and relentless will to succeed. Viv had the best eye of any cricketer I’ve ever seen and he made full use of his immense talent. He felt that any moment of a match when he was not batting was wasted, which probably came from his childhood in Antigua, when so many hundreds of kids were always awaiting their turn to bat in the daily cricket game on the beach. If you got out, it might be days before you got another chance.


  I admired his obsessive drive to perfect his skills but, although I was also single-minded about succeeding, I didn’t take things to quite the same extremes. He actually slept with his bat next to his bed, though not necessarily so that he could practise his strokes. We lived in a fairly dodgy area at the time and when my mum paid a visit to our flat, she found Viv huddled up in bed, wearing several layers of woollies to ward off the English cold, and clutching his bat. ‘What are you doing with that?’ she said. Viv shrugged. ‘Anyone tries to break in, Mrs B, they’ll have to get past me first.’


  Our shared flat was pretty basic and had no washing machine, so at the end of each week we piled all our dirty washing into the back of the car, drove over to Yeovil and called on Mum. She always greeted us with a hug and a world-weary smile and said, ‘Nice to see you boys. All right, you can bring it in now.’ Having dumped the lot on my long-suffering mother, we’d set off for the Gardener’s Arms. When Viv bought a really nice flat near the ground in Taunton, overlooking Roy Marshall’s pub  almost too handy  I moved in with him. I then rented a place of my own, but when Viv sold his flat, he came and lived in mine while he was waiting to complete on the house he was buying.




End of sample
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