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Shahid Afridi, the six-smashing, ball-biting, pitch-scratching icon of Pakistan, leads his 

team in all formats on their tour of England. Osman Samiuddin meets him at home 

S
hahid Afridi is not the first man to dangle between 

the expectation of disaster and the hope of miracle. 

But the head-on ballsiness with which he has done it 

certainly is his alone. He says he plays every match as 

if it is his first or last. Now, nearly 14 years after an 

extraordinarily misleading debut, he is Pakistan’s 26th 

Test captain, their fourth since the start of 2009, and it is safe to say 

he is unlike any of the preceding 25. 

For a start they played Test cricket. Afridi pulled out from the 

format four years ago, though he was not a Test regular previously. 

Shahid Afridi, Test captain: it sounds more wrong than right, more 

Kevin Pietersen than Mike Brearley. It could happen only in Pakistan.

In Australia over the winter Pakistan underwent, as they do every 

few years, one of those tours that form the basis of grand operas 

and great literature. There were jealousy and unrest, revolts against 

the establishment, the undimmed brightness of talent, whispers of 

corruption . . . and Afridi biting balls. 

The purge was deep but, in textbook Pakistani fashion, brief. 

Three players, including Afridi, were fined heavily and four were 

banned for various periods. Three months later, after a leaked 

video of the post-tour hearings revealed 

there was a greater chance of the Beatles 

re-forming than these players getting 

along, all punishments were lifted. Afridi, 

already the Twenty20 captain, stepped up 

because no one else could. 

Like President Obama he arrives as the 

great unifier, the great healer, wanting 

to “involve people in decision-making, 

the few guys you trust, before ultimately 

making a decision yourself”. Obama ▼

probably has the easier task. “I accepted it as a challenge,” Afridi 

says. “I could’ve run away because I didn’t have the players. But I 

didn’t want to. This country has given me a lot and it’s time for me 

to do something. It is not in our blood to walk away.” 

Bowler first, batsman second
Around 2006, when Afridi was finally establishing himself and 

Inzamam-ul-Haq’s time was coming to an end, some here thought Afridi 

could take on the captaincy. It was so left-field it seemed the outlandish 

wish of cranks. That it has happened now is for want of workable 

alternatives. But it is also because, since then, Afridi has become one of 

the side’s key features. He is now a senior and when Pakistan chooses 

captains – random as the process often looks – seniority counts more 

than anything.  

Around that time, with the help of the late Pakistan coach Bob 

Woolmer, it finally became clear what Afridi actually was: a leggie first, 

everything else second. He began as a quick bowler (his elder brother 

Tariq, a former first-class cricketer, has a more crunching handshake 

and had greater pace) but turned to legspin, reasoning that it would be 

more difficult for street-types to pick. He was first selected for Pakistan 

as a replacement for Mushtaq Ahmed, having 

just taken 10 wickets in an under-19 game 

against West Indies. Wasim Akram spotted 

it first: he has a mind-set of a bowler rather 

than a batsman.

The sharpening of focus helped, as did 

Woolmer’s astute encouragement. “If I batted 

just three balls but hit two of them for six, 

Bob would tell me how good the sixes were, 

rather than [about] my dismissal,” he says. In 

and out of the side initially, and with no 
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specific role, he has since missed only 15 ODIs. He used to bowl six overs 

per ODI on average, whereas now he bowls close to nine; so vast is the 

difference in strike-rates and averages it could be two different bowlers. 

Where once he was a run-saver, partnership-breaker or just part-

time, now he is a strike bowler, a man for wickets.

“I don’t know if I’m at my peak but certainly I’ve put a lot more 

effort into it. Nothing extraordinary, just hard work,” he says. “I 

used to think of myself as a batsman until five years ago, because 

that is how everyone saw me. But I was moved around the order so 

much that I went back to concentrating on bowling. I’ve been taking 

a lot of wickets over the last three years. The focus is on the bowling 

but obviously I cannot give up on the batting, either.” 

Oh yes, the batting. If batting is largely a battle in self-control, Afridi 

lost many years ago. He readily admits to being driven by forces not 

within his remit. Five years ago I asked him what his thoughts are when 

he walks to the crease, “I go thinking I’ll bat five or six overs sensibly 

and after that open up,” he said. “But I get there, the bowler starts 

running in and I immediately start thinking ‘smash it’. My mind just 

goes. I suppose I have no control over myself.”

Reminded of that now, he knows the question that is coming before 

it is asked and smiles as he cuts it short. “Nope, no change,” he says. 

As a batsman he is still defined, or cursed, by his first international 

innings, a 37-ball century against Sri Lanka which remains, 14 years 

after it was made and seven years since the birth of Twenty20, the 

fastest international hundred. He remembers little of it apart from “a 

couple of good hits off Murali”. For those who did not see it and thus 

could not comprehend how it was done, he provided a near-repeat in 

2005 in Kanpur with a 45-ball ton. It was ludicrous once, but twice? 

There is no sensible way to digest that. 

In between and thereafter there has been stupidity, irrelevance, 

success, versatility and much knicker-twisting over his best position. 

He has game-changing hundreds and fifties as a Test opener, game-

breaking hands from lower down the order and plenty of pinch-

hitting madness as well. Nine international hundreds overall, 

playing the way he does, is a fair haul.  

But last year, in winning Pakistan the semi-final and final 

of the World Twenty20 with back-to-back fifties, there was even 

responsibility and calculation, a condition that has afflicted him 

during brief phases of his life and has held him since last year. 

“When I go out, fans always want sixes and fours and to me that is 

pressure. It affects me. Most guys feel confident after taking that 

first single. I do after hitting my first four or six.”

Boom Boom, man of the people 
The cricket writer Saad Shafqat tells a revealing tale. Visiting Skardu 

in Pakistan’s remote northern areas last year during the World 

Twenty20, he came across some kids playing cricket in a river valley 

with an old tennis ball, a rickety bat and stones for stumps. Every 

single one of them, he recalls, wanted to be Afridi. “Younis Khan? 

Inzi? Yousuf?” he asked. No, only the man known as Boom Boom.   

Across much of this very diverse land, across billboards, 

newspaper ads and TV commercials, the sentiment is echoed. In 

deciding on a brand ambassador a year ago a leading multinational’s 

research confirmed it: Afridi is the most popular and nobody could 

remember the rest.  

Mostly it is because he captures something of the way we are or 

the way we want to be. He brings to his batting the day-dreaming 

manner of the amateur: to hit the ball, every ball, as long and 

hard and handsome as possible. No backward steps are taken, even 

when defeat is at hand, or he is wrong; having bitten the ball in 

front of a billion people, Afridi’s first reaction on live TV was to 

defend it as part of his desperation to win a game and point out 

that everyone does it (tamper, not bite). The apology came later. And 

the impulsiveness and fatalism that steers his every action is at one 

with the nation: do what you do now, leave it in the hands of the 

Almighty and worry about what happens later.   

shahid afridi

All action hero: 
clockwise from far left  

bowling during the 
victorious World 

Twenty20 semi-final  
v South Africa, 2009;  
on his way to a Test- 

best 156 v India, 
2005-06;  taking an 

Australian wicket on 
his Test debut, 1998-99; 

heading for his 45-ball 
ton at Karachi, 2004-05 
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Though he is a Pathan from the Khyber agency, he has lived his life 

in Karachi and the Karachi-based Pathan is an ethnicity in itself. One of 

11 children, Afridi has in him the distinct spirits of both Karachi and 

the Pakhtoon, spirits that often reside uneasily; he is likely to hustle 

you as Karachiites always will, but the fight he brings will be fearless, 

even if it is often self-defeating. 

The duality was best captured in his infamous pirouette on the 

Faisalabad pitch against England in 2005-06: it was an attempt to short-

cut the deadness of the pitch and finding short cuts is one of the pillars 

on which Karachi operates. At the time it was also strongly speculated 

he had done it on the instructions of his captain Inzamam, an act 

of loyalty that appeals to the Pathan no matter the consequence. He 

refuses even now to spill the beans.   

His cricket began on the city’s roads, though his skills were 

quickly apparent and his progress swift as one of Karachi’s biggest 

clubs, Shadab, picked him up. After impressing in junior trials 

he was selected for the city’s Under-19 team, among the most 

competitive junior-level cricket in the country. In the 1995-96 

season he was the leading wicket-taker and a moderate run-scorer 

in the National Juniors Cup and, as is the way, Salim Altaf, then 

chief selector, sent him to the senior squad with little first-class 

experience behind him.

After that 

inaugural 

hundred and 

subsequent 

celebrity – at a 

young age, if not 

16 as claimed – 

his life derailed. 

“It got messed 

up a little,” he 

admits. “It was a 

mad life. I was going out a lot, night and day, I didn’t know whether 

I was coming or going, losing focus on the game. I probably didn’t 

put in the effort that I needed to. Everything was coming to me. I 

wasn’t training and still it didn’t seem a problem.” Many thought him 

too cocky at the time, though guidance was not as forthcoming as 

opinion. “If a couple of people are trying to help you, it’s fine. But if 

the whole country has an opinion, who do you listen to?” 

Marriage and fatherhood pulled him back. “Life changes after 

marriage,” he says. “I don’t get to go out too much now and on tours 

you are so busy with the grind. Over the years I realised that you 

have to put that effort in, you really have to put a lot in to get the 

rewards. That has been the biggest thing.”

Time to face the Test once more
I am with Afridi at his house in Karachi, home to him, his father 

and brothers and their families. It is sizeable and functional. The 

living room is crammed with mementoes of his career: trophies, 

bats, pictures and two framed shirts signed by Sachin Tendulkar and 

Shane Warne. He switches between English and Urdu, speaking as if 

in a permanent rush to get somewhere. He is impatient in all aspects 

of life. He answers questions as if the session is an extension of an 

innings, a hundred questions smashed away in 20 minutes flat. “I 

have begun to make an effort to stop being in a hurry all  

The two extremes of Mr Afridi

Record-breaker October 4, 1996

Right from the start afridi did 
not do low-key: smashing a 
37-ball hundred in his first 
international innings. using 
Waqar younis’ bat. against 
world champions sri Lanka. it is 
a record that stands, 16 years on 
from the day the world first took 
notice of 16-year-old (allegedly)  
shahid afridi.

Tip to the future October 22-26, 1998

it was only a matter of time 
before afridi’s odi form forced 
him into the test side. But it 
was his legspin bowling (5 for 
52) in australia’s first innings on 
his test debut at Karachi that 
indicated a future where ball 
would dominate bat. 

A true allrounder January 28-31, 1999

perhaps his finest performance 
in tests. at Chennai against india 
he takes a vital 3 for 31 in india’s 
first innings, grabbing the last 
two wickets before heading 
out to open pakistan’s second 
innings and smashing 141 out of 
a total of 286. pakistan cling on 
for a thrilling 12-run win.  

Debut repeated April 15, 2005

Fails to beat his own record 
for the fastest international 
hundred, but does equal the 
third-best: 45 balls, as he leads 
pakistan to victory over india in 
a Kanpur one-dayer. 

Twenty20 winner June 7-21, 2009

shows calm amid the twenty20 
mayhem in both the semi-final 
and final of the World twenty20 
in england. First he strokes 51 
from 34 balls and takes 2 for 
15 against south africa in the 
semis and then, with an air of 
inevitability that often eludes 
him, makes an unbeaten 54 in 
the final against sri Lanka to 
guide them to victory.

Comeback clown May 1-3, 2002

if you have been out of the test side 
for 14 months, what would you least 
like to do on your return? get out 
first ball opening the innings? poor 
afridi. it did not get any better: he 
had to sit and watch while pakistan 
went on to make 643 against new 
Zealand at Lahore and win the 
match by an innings and 324 runs. 
no wickets, either. 

Sledging hat-trick March 14, 2003

the pCB bans him from the sharjah 
Cup for sledging Virender sehwag, 
sachin tendulkar and umpire david 
shepherd during pakistan’s World 
Cup defeat by india at Centurion. 
afridi’s reaction is to say that some 
of his team-mates had also sledged 
the indians. 

The Shahid shuffle November 21, 2005

Well, more stampede than shuffle. 
While the players were enjoying 
a drinks break during england’s 
first innings at Faisalabad, afridi 
took his opportunity to help out 
the bowlers: scratching the pitch 
with his studs on a length. he was, 
predictably, caught on tV and 
banned for three matches by iCC. 

Attacking a spectator February 10, 2007

another day, another ban. this 
time it is for brandishing a bat at a 
spectator after getting out against 
south africa at Centurion. the fan, 
who had been mouthing off at 
afridi, had to take evasive action. 

Eat that January 31, 2010

those pesky tV cameras from 
november 2005 return, and 
this time they catch him doing 
something even more extraordinary 
against australia at perth. yep, it 
has already gone down in cricket 
mythology: biting the ball. Big juicy 
bites. he is banned for two matches. 
Four months later he becomes 
pakistan test captain. obviously. 
Daniel Brigham

The gooD The BaD

}The bowler starts 
running in and I 
immediately start 
thinking ‘smash it’. 
My mind just goes~
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The Wisden Cricketer has 
teamed up with BoomBoom 
to give you the chance to win 
a big-hitting BoomBoom 
bat, signed by Shahid 
Afridi with a personalised 
message. There will be only 
250 Signature Range bats 
produced and this limited-
edition bat could be yours!

To find out more about 
BoomBoom’s product 
range, go to www.
boomboomcricket.com

Send your entries to BoomBoom competition, The Wisden Cricketer, 2nd Floor, 123 
Buckingham Palace Road, London, SW1W 9SL or email competitions@wisdencricketer.
com with the subject ‘BoomBoom competition’ by July 26. only one entry per person. usual 
rules apply; editor’s decision is final. see www.wisdencricketer.com/terms for full terms and 
conditions. if you do not want your name included on any mailing lists that may be passed to 
other companies, please write “no mailings” on your entry.

WIN Shahid 
Afridi signed 
BoomBoom bat

1 Shahid afridi holds a 
world record for the 
fastest oDI century. 
how many balls did  
he take? 

2 afridi once scored 12 
runs off one ball. at 
which venue did this 
take place?

3 only three players 
in oDI history 
have achieved a 
combination of 5,000 
runs and 200 wickets. 
Who are they? 

the time,” he says, breaking out into a sly giggle. “I am making an 

effort at least.” 

He will need it over a long summer because the question of 

his Test comeback and aptitude hangs as uneasily as a hippo off a 

trapeze. He left the format in 2006: “There was so much ODI and 

T20 on that it was difficult to continue, and all that time away 

from family and kids.” But he did leave it just when he seemed to be 

getting the hang of it, or the format the hang of him.   

Statistically, at least, he can be confident of his record even 

if he cannot remember it. “What, I played 26 Tests? What is my 

performance?” I tell him, batting average 37, bowling average 35-ish. 

“I’ve got 45-50 wickets?”

“47,” I say.

“That’s fine actually. For a Test allrounder that’s not bad at all,” 

he concludes. “Maybe I should’ve played more. I played my first Test 

after 50-60 ODIs and I got a five-for. After that I just didn’t get many 

opportunities.”

That phase, between 2005 and 2006, was about the sum of Afridi the 

player. There were three crazy Test hundreds and 26 wickets but much 

more besides. He was in everyone’s face: mildly threatening, breaking 

through, scoring crucial runs, turning games, playing games within 

games, cheerleading and celebrating, right in the thick of it. Even when 

fielding on the boundary he was openly asking batsmen to run a second 

and test his arm. Rarely, and never this prolonged, was his machismo so 

vivid and contagious in whites. 

But four years is a long time to be away from the game’s most 

demanding format and he has played only 20 first-class games 

in between. The longer form is not his favourite – just “the most 

challenging” – and there is an unmistakable hesitancy even now about 

the whole endeavour. It does not sound permanent. “I’m confident I 

am fine fitness-wise. But I came back to Tests because I am doing it 

for the team only. If I think I am fit to do it, I will continue playing 

Tests. Otherwise I will not burden the side.” 

England will not be easy, though he is confident there will not be 

the tension of past encounters. “It is a very tough series. Off the field I 

am good friends with Paul Collingwood and we’re not going there for a 

fight. We’re going there to play good, aggressive cricket.”

But the greater challenge lies within. More than ever before Afridi 

and Pakistan will overcome their opponents this summer only if they 

overcome themselves first. The captain is untested, some of the team is 

new, there is little coherence in the side and the heat is on. 

“Pressure is of two kinds,” captain Afridi starts the ending. “You 

either fall in the face of it or you face it. I am capable of facing it. We 

need to resolve a lot of issues. We need to let players relax and we 

need to put all this crap behind us. There will be problems when you 

do not talk openly, when there is a communication gap in the team. 

If I say something behind someone’s back, I say it to his face also. We 

need to sit down, talk everything out, relax and focus on the cricket.”

The summer will not lack for drama. 

osman Samiuddin is pakistan editor of Cricinfo.com

Shahid afridi is a BoomBoom Cricket Brand Champion. BoomBoom is a new, 
big-hitting, global cricket brand. BoomBoom’s central philosophy is ‘Freedom 
to play’, challenging players of all levels to play with flair and self-expression. to 
find out about the product range, go to www.boomboomcricket.com.
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