
Waiting in the
T20 wings
Matthew Roller caught up 
with Benny Howell, the 
Gloucestershire box of tricks 
who fl ies high in global T20 
ratings but low on England 
recognition (for now)
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Left & BeLow
Benny Howell is a 
major weapon for 
Gloucestershire 
in T20

Wellington, New Zealand, February 
13. Mark Wood walks back to his mark. 
He is steaming in, bowling with the 
sort of raw pace that England fans 
have been crying out for throughout 
the Ashes series. He lets the ball go 
with real speed, his arms splaying in his 
whirlwind action, and Kane Williamson 
sends his leg-stump full toss for a 
second successive six. New Zealand’s 
captain has 58 from 35 deliveries, and, 
for the third T20 international in a row, 
the game has decisively slipped from 
England’s grasp.

Wellington School, Somerset, 
February 14. Some 11,500 miles 
away, Benny Howell is training with 
former county seamer Steffan Jones. 
He is working hard to make his 
action less “hip-dominant”.

After a frustrating winter away, 
he is desperate to make 2018 his 
year, and has set his sights high. His 
work with Jones, now a specialist 
bowling coach, is focused on trying 
to increase his top speed by 5mph. 
It may not seem a particularly 
significant amount, but he is 
convinced it could be what earns 
him a call-up to an England T20 side 
that is faltering on the big stage.

“I do think they’re missing a trick,” 
Howell says of the national selectors. 
“Not just with me, but with a few 
other players. They’re looking at 
me in the allrounder role; if they’re 
putting me in that bracket, they’re 
comparing me to Ben Stokes, Chris 
Woakes, Ravi Bopara, all those guys.

“But if you can look at me as 
a central spinner option in T20 
cricket – and I pretty much have 
the spinner’s role sealed anyway – 
then you could see a different route 
in for me. At the minute, they’re 
just looking at me in that [pace] 
allrounder role, so you’re 
competing against that quality – 
it’s quite tough.”

To some, this might seem like 
a surprise. While Howell has 
undoubtedly developed as a white-
ball bowler in the past few years, 
the days of 65mph trundlers in 
international cricket are long gone, 
and, with just three T20 fifties to his 
name, the 29-year-old’s batting seems 
unlikely to force England’s hand.

But Howell is right to be confident 
in his own abilities. Since 2016, no 
player has more T20 Blast wickets 
than his 40, and in that period, 

his economy rate is a miserly 6.4. 
Considering his Gloucestershire 
side were knocked out at the T20 
quarter-final stage in 2016 before 
finishing bottom of the South 
Group in last year’s tournament, 
Howell’s achievements should not 
be sniffed at. Yet to label him a good 
county bowler is to underestimate 
Howell’s ability. He loves training, 
and spends hours honing his vast 
array of slower balls.

“I’ve got about 50!” he jokes. 
“I’ve got balls that I can rely on, 
ones that are a work in progress that 
I want to use very soon, and ones 
that I may never use. I’ve probably 

got about six that I’d use in a game, 
but it depends on the wicket.”

And according to some, Howell 
is not only one of the best in the 
Blast, but in the world. In the first 
iteration of The Cricketer’s T20 
Player Performance Index, Howell 
ranked as the 49th-best T20 player, 
ahead of all but one – David Willey 
– of those who played in England’s 
12-run defeat at Wellington.

But different models rate him even 
more highly. White Ball Analytics 
suggest that Howell is the ninth-
best T20 bowler in the world, 
and Sports Analytics Advantage 
regularly place him in the top 
handful of short-form bowlers 
alongside Adam Zampa and Rashid 
Khan. Indeed, one of their data 
analysts, Dan Weston, thinks that he 
is “undoubtedly” one of the best T20 
specialist bowlers in the world.

A baseball addict, Howell loves 
the analytical side of modern T20 

cricket. “I like the statistics saying 
what your numbers are if you bowl 
in the Powerplay, in the middle, or 
at the death – they’re all different 
scenarios. It does show the quality 
of the player. I don’t see why 
they shouldn’t use them more in 
T20 especially.”

And the analytics have not 
been without effect. Despite a 
“frustrating” spell in the Bangladesh 
Premier League this winter, in 
which he played just once after 
Khulna Titans signed a number 
of alternative overseas players, 
Howell has attracted interest from 
Big Bash franchise Melbourne 
Renegades, for whom he was on 
standby throughout January, and 
was contacted by more than one IPL 
franchise before this year’s auction.

“You can’t control the outcome,” 
Howell says. “Ideally, I’d like to get 
at least recognition for the Lions, to 
show what I can do, and get into the 
England squad for sure, and win a 
trophy [for Gloucestershire] in the 
white-ball competitions. If we do 
that, I know I’ll be performing well.”

Of course, with England focusing 
on developing young talent before 
the next World Twenty20 in 
Australia in 2020, Howell’s chances 
may remain slim. But he insists that 
there is a balance to be struck.

“Obviously there’s young guys that 
have potential,” he says, “but they’ve 
got to make it clear [that they’re 
looking to the future], not say 
that they’re picking the best XI.

“They’re concerned about how 
I go if people start picking me 
and work things out. But I don’t 
think it matters – I think you 
adapt, if you’re aware of 
who you’re playing against, 
and find new ways.”

Released by Hampshire 
at 23 after failing to make it 
on the south coast, Howell 
is used to setbacks. He has 
adapted to the situations 
he has been faced with, and 
overcome the challenges in 
his way. Of course, many will 
doubt he can step up to the 
international stage, but all he 
can do is keep plugging away.

“That’s what I believe 
I’ll be able to do, but 
we’re yet to find out. 
I guess I’ve just got 
to wait on that.”  

I do think they  
are missing a trick. 
Not just with me, 

but with a few 
other players. 
I’ve got about 

50 slower balls!
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