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FOREWORD

Jason was the one taking the risk, not me, when I asked him to consider switching from rugby league to rugby union towards the end of 1999; but from the moment we met I sensed he was eager for a new challenge. After all, in almost ten years with Wigan, where he was a superstar, he had achieved everything he could and he had won all there was to win.

Jason’s professionalism was evident from the first session he attended with the England squad. You could see his presence added a spark to training. All the established England players were massively interested to see what he was going to be like. At his first team meeting, he studiously took notes. I was watching Jason because the other players were watching him. Whatever time training was scheduled to start, Jason would be out fifteen minutes before everyone else to get his preparation right. He was setting examples for us all – and you can’t overstress this. Ostensibly, the game of rugby union was amateur until 1997 and Jason had been a professional player for years longer than anyone else in the squad.

From the beginning, he showed himself to be an incredibly modest man. When you read his life story, it is apparent that he had to overcome huge disadvantages to make his mark as an international sportsman. He is also candid enough to admit to mistakes he made. Yet Jason has survived all the bumps and bruises life threw his way to become an impeccable role model, on and off the field. He is a superb team player, in all senses. He is a devoted father and husband and a devout Christian. He also has a mischievous sense of humour.

When he was selected to tour Australia with the British and Irish Lions in 2000 – before he had started a game for England – I was selfishly delighted from England’s point of view. It was a chance for his game to develop further and it was exposing him to the game at the highest level. After he scored the opening Lions try in the First Test in Brisbane, it was one of those moments when you just jump to your feet and go potty! It was pure brilliance from Jason against arguably the best defensive team in the world.

My passion for rugby league developed when I went to live in Australia in 1985. I stayed for five years and saw so many world-class players that I grew to appreciate what a great game it is. When I was appointed England coach in 1997, I realised that I had an opportunity to make groundbreaking changes. I had hoped that I might be able to recruit some of the leading rugby league players to the England team in time for the 1999 Rugby World Cup, and Jason was one of the men I wanted even then. One on one, he has few rivals.

In reality, the turbulent political climate that enveloped rugby union in the infancy of the game turning professional meant I had to be patient longer than I thought, but the wait was worthwhile. Jason’s impact has been all – and more – than I could have dared hope and we anticipate him playing an important role at the Rugby World Cup 2003.

Clive Woodward

England Head Coach
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HOME TRUTH

‘He heals the broken hearted and binds up their wounds.’

PSALM 147:3

I used to hate weekends. I never knew when our little terraced house in Beeston, an inner-city suburb of Leeds, was going to be turned into a battleground. Watching your mum being beaten up is something no one should have to experience. It is hard to describe how painful that is, how awful it is to be unable to do anything about it. It was also terrifying.

There was bloodshed and screaming rows in that house at 58 Ingleton Street – not all the time, but often enough to make it not unusual. An air of menace pervaded the house, but I arrived at a point where I became so numbed by the dreadful events that I supposed everyone lived like that. Plates and glasses flew in anger. On one occasion the television was hurled through a window into the street. I was the little kid in the corner, forgotten and ignored, a witness that no one noticed when the fists were flying. I was utterly helpless and I was scared. Alcohol was the catalyst, the reason why sometimes weekends were to be feared.

I should explain that my mum provided a great deal of love for my two older half-brothers, Bernard and George, and me; she just wasn’t brilliant at choosing men. Although my step-father, Richard Robinson, provided me with some happy childhood memories in moments of sober kindness – he certainly supported my love of rugby – it was his violent, unremitting rage in drink that stained so much of my boyhood without me realising it until recently.

Our house had a living room and kitchen, a bedroom and bathroom upstairs, and two more bedrooms in what originally had been the loft. It also had a cellar. It was just up the street from the Rowland Road Working Men’s Club where Richard and my mum would go on Friday and Saturday evenings to play bingo or watch some entertainment; and to drink.

On some weekends, I’d be taken along as well. I’d get dressed up in my smartest clothes – mostly hand-me-downs from George who is four years older than me and who, from an early age, liked to be trendy. Sometimes, I’d wear a tie, which was kind of comical when I think back. I would get to play bingo with old stubs. If I won, Mum would give me 10p for a correct line or 20p for a ‘house’. Later, some band would play. This was Mum and Richard’s social life, the big night out at the end of a hard working week with so little reward in their pay packets. It never seemed to take much to ignite a row when they got home.

When I didn’t go to the working men’s club at the weekend, I was left by myself watching television. If one of my brothers came in, he might turn on me, whether I said anything cheeky or not. Invariably, he would have had more than a few beers. One night, one of them scared me so much – and it really doesn’t matter which one it was – that I went outside and sat on a wall in the pitch dark. I was too afraid to go back into the house until someone else in the family came home. My other brother came down the street and found me. We went into the house together, and they ended up fighting.

It was not an infrequent pattern. One would be nasty to me, the other would stick up for me and they would go at one another; not wrestling, proper stuff. Drink had the better of both of them, so the smallest incident was enough excuse for a fight. Neither would ever back down, and they tore into one another as though they were battling their worst enemy. Often, they would make one another bleed. I was scared by their ferocity.

If it was not Bernard and George fighting, or Richard and my mum, it would be Richard and one of the boys. The worst, though, was anything that involved my mum. She is a small, fiercely proud and hard-working woman from Scotland. Seeing her being beaten broke my heart. No one deserved the hard time she had. I can remember jumping on Richard’s back, trying to drag him off but being too small to be effective. My brothers would also try to stop him, but for a long time they couldn’t hurt or discourage him. I can remember ringing the police, and I vividly recall George screaming at Richard one night, ‘When I’m older I’m going to kill you.’ It’s hard to admit that I was consumed by the same dark thoughts because no one likes to release such skeletons from the cupboard.

I don’t want to give the impression that a fight erupted in our house every weekend. I have come to understand that the human condition is selective when it comes to preserving our memories. But at the same time, I remember crying at what I had to watch. I don’t think the boys realised how bad they were. Of course, I didn’t know who was wrong or who was right. It didn’t seen to matter. I saw and heard so much, the bloody violence, the obscene rows, and for years I tried to pretend that it had not happened.

We all endure ups and downs in life, but this was at the extreme end of the spectrum. I am still a bit numb from it all, if I am honest, but by being open, I am trying to offer comfort and hope to the untold numbers of children still having to live through the horror of domestic violence.

I am proud of being from a working-class family, and I hope that others can take inspiration from the fact that I started my journey through life with little more than a mother’s love. Her own childhood was not easy, yet no less loving. She told me one day, ‘My dad was a miner and my mum was sick. I remember seeing her through a hospital window. We never really had a mum. My dad brought up six children. The only thing we had was happiness.’

Hope is something none of us can be denied. If I am seen to have excelled at the game of rugby, it is because I followed a dream. I am proof that if you put your heart, your mind and time into something, you can achieve what you want.

Academically, I failed. If I could turn back the clock, I’d try a lot harder at school, and certainly I am encouraging my children to concentrate on their education.

Most people look at me now and see only glamour – a big house, a loving family, cars, sponsorship deals, an enviable salary. They create an identikit portrait in their mind – but it is not a picture of the real me. Once I helped my mum clean toilets, now I employ a cleaner of my own. Once I could not afford trainers, now I am paid to wear Puma’s latest shoes and boots. I am invited to mix with millionaires, but I know how hard it is for kids being brought up in one-parent families. I know about drugs through the desperate struggles of my brother George. I know what heartache they can cause and  how they can ruin lives. I know about domestic violence. I’ve been there.

Over the years, I have also experienced trials of my own. I have drunk myself into an abyss. I thought about taking my own life. I have made countless mistakes.

When you haven’t got money, you think money is the answer. You believe it will bring happiness. You believe it will bring your kids toys that you can’t afford. You believe it will get you that holiday you always wanted. You know it will stop you worrying about having the electric or the gas cut off. Then, you get money and with it you get other problems. Who do you trust? Who are your friends, real friends and not those drawn to you because you have sudden wealth? Is it me they like, or is it what I can buy for them that makes me a friend? Money makes life easier for a while, but you are simply introduced to other complications. Money can buy you material things – the flash car, the bright lights, and, believe me, I have invested heavily in all such luxuries – but it is not the answer to being happy. Many wealthy people are miserable.

I suppose the biggest thing for me in all this is having accepted the Lord into my life. I hope I can see all the vagaries of wealth and poverty for what they are. Of course, it makes it easier to be able to provide for my family and I admit it makes me feel better if I can give them everything they want. But you can make a lot of mistakes and a lot of foolish decisions by having money. Knowing what is and what isn’t important is the key to striking the balance – more easily said than done. I really don’t know how I could go on, day to day, without knowing that God is with me in all I do. I dread to think where I might be otherwise – dead, even.

This is why I have come to have some understanding for Richard Robinson, and the pain, anguish, hurt and bruises he caused us all, but mostly my mum. Without being too judgemental on others, first you must look at your own life. I have failed in so many areas and continue to do so, but not in as many areas as I once did. Life is hard, really hard. Without God, I’d end up slipping back, going back into the pubs and clubs. There’s still some of the old me there, the undesirable young man who drank to wild excess to escape from the problems of his own creation.

I have to put some things to rest. Once I felt anger for Richard, now it’s more a feeling of curiosity. I want to know why he acted as he did. What did he go through as a child or young man? What horrors did he know, what deep scars has he got? Or was it simply the behaviour of someone reacting to alcohol?

Back in those days in Ingleton Street, there was no time for such reflection. There was only the fear and loathing of what would happen next. Who would be bloodily rebuked for daring to be in the same house after he came home from the Rowland Road Working Men’s Club with a skinful?

In the manner of all bullies, Richard met his match one night. Just as he had promised, George became strong enough to stand up to him. I watched as George cornered him on the landing and beat him up, just as Richard had beaten Mum. Richard had no answer to those punches; they hurt him and cut him down. It felt like I was fighting him myself. Richard got up, walked unsteadily downstairs and out through the door. Not long afterwards, he was out of our lives for good.

I cannot tell you how happy I was.
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WHAT’S IN A NAME?

‘In any moment of decision the best you can do is the right thing – the worst you can do is nothing.’

THEODORE ROOSEVELT


I have never met my father. He could be dead for all I know. My mum did point him out one day when we were in Leeds, but that was a long, long time ago. All I know about him is that he is Jamaican and his name is William Thorpe.

Originally, I was called Jason Thorpe Brannan because my mum had kept her married name although she was divorced from her husband, George Brannan. I don’t recall her talking about my dad, and I have no feelings towards him. If he had wanted to find me, he could have done. Maybe he felt that would not have been the right thing to do. After all, he washed his hands of me from the beginning. My wife Amanda is more curious about him and what kind of man he is than I am. I think she would like to know if I bear any resemblance to him.

For much of my childhood, Mum played the role of mother and father. As a parent, I know how hard it is to be just one of those, but I didn’t think much about it when I was growing up. Kids are not overly sensitive about these matters, are they? Where we lived, a lot of women were bringing up children on their own. In recent years, though, I have begun to appreciate how wretched a time Mum had, bringing up three boys by herself most of the time. Life has hardened her. She is very introverted and doesn’t easily show her feelings.

I have a similar personality, shy by nature, although I am more outgoing as a consequence of being married to Amanda. She is an extrovert. She is also swift to draw comparisons between Mum and me. Apparently, we have many of the same mannerisms. The way I hold my arms and the way I smile are just like her, according to Amanda, who constantly says to me, ‘That’s your mum.’ Sometimes I catch myself in a mirror and I know what she is talking about.

I was born on 30 July 1974 in Calforth Street, in Chapeltown, Leeds – a neighbourhood that gained notoriety some years later as the killing ground of the Yorkshire Ripper. Mum lived on a council estate with Bernard, seven, and George. My brothers were white; I was not.

Mum was a cleaner at a local school and having another child was not going to make life any easier for her. One of Mum’s strengths – and she is immensely strong, as well as strong-willed, for someone so tiny, standing barely five feet tall – is her willingness to work hard. No matter how dirty or menial the job, she would do it because she wanted to provide for us. Through her working life she has been mostly a cleaner or caretaker, unafraid of long hours, sometimes juggling two jobs at a time.

I am reliably informed that my mum made a fuss of me from the moment I was born. Perhaps that’s what happens to the youngest child in any family, but I know that I can do no wrong in her eyes. There have been times when my behaviour has let her down, but she has never remonstrated with me.

In Chapeltown, there were a lot of Asian and black families. With hindsight, the area was not much better than a ghetto, but for me there was fun and laughter, and the joy of being a child. Not once has my colour been an issue in my family, but I wanted to understand a little of my Caribbean side. My cousin Vinnell is two weeks younger than me and the same colour. Later on, we would go to the Chapeltown carnivals together, following the parade of floats through the streets and sometimes joining in the dancing. I loved the colour and the costumes; the imagination that went into them was amazing. Steel bands accompanied the floats and there would be sound systems blasting music from the houses, all of them playing something different as though it was a competition to find the most funky sound. We tried curried goat, rice and peas, and we ate jerk chicken. There was no other chance to get a taste of my Jamaican heritage. Perhaps I was searching for an identity. All children do that, I suppose, it was just that I didn’t have a place to start from.

We moved around from one grim inner-city suburb to  another. In Harehills, bordering on Chapeltown, I recall a pub called The Gaiety. It might have been central to the area’s entertainment in another age, but by the seventies it was drugs central. It’s closed down now, but it was where the local Rastas used to hang out.

In Shadwell, I had my skull cracked open in a stone fight with other kids when I was around six. There really wasn’t any malice, just boys being boys. Next stop was Leek Street flats, a high-rise concrete jungle in Hunslet, south Leeds. We lived on the top floor, and the concept was so flawed that the flats were pulled down four years after they were built. The flats had been at the centre of such optimism after slum clearance a few years earlier but were razed to the ground because they were polluted, it was reported, by ‘structural defects and massive social problems’.

The salvation in living there was the fact that the flats were practically next door to the Hunslet Boys Club, now called the Hunslet Club for Boys and Girls. This was where I began to play rugby. There was no need to name the code because in Leeds there was only one game of rugby and it was not rugby union. I can still see the space-invaders machines, over on the right of the big hall as you went through the entrance door after paying your 10p subs. I spent a lot of time on those machines.

The club gave us an outlet for the energy kids have to burn. The rugby pitch was across the road, some 250 yards from the hall on the other side of a footbridge. Gypsies had set up camp on some derelict ground near by, and they allowed their dogs to roam free. I was petrified of those dogs – they would often chase us when we came over the footbridge to the rugby pitch. More than once I had to jump on the railway bridge to get away from them. Danny Webb, from Bermondsey in south-east London, who has been leader of the club since 1985, wrote about it in the club’s sixtieth anniversary booklet, Roots and Wings, in 2000:


It was a delicate situation. Other surrounding areas, derelict following demolition, were a potential breeding ground for delinquent behaviour. Substance abuse, glue sniffing, was suspected. Club staff were on alert, liaison with local schools and parents was stepped up. This led to some intensive counselling for a number of young people at risk – not all were members.



Eventually, the gypsies were moved to purpose-planned sites. Danny continued:


The travellers were still in our catchment area so we made tentative contact. An element of trust was established and we organised a fleet of helpers’ cars to show them around the club. Something in their culture drew them to our boxing section and before long we had a good number of new recruits for both boxing and rugby.



I went back to visit the club in the autumn of 2002, and Danny told me that between three hundred and four hundred kids use the club each week. He proudly showed me the rows of computers they now have. Some of the youngsters who go there have been excluded from school for one reason or another, so it seems the club’s history of providing a safe haven continues unchanged. I don’t know what I would have done without it in the evenings and at weekends.

Danny dug out from the archive a picture of me in red strip and Patrick steel toe-capped boots, sat in the middle of the Hunslet Boys Club under-10s. Even then I was the tiniest. Danny told me, ‘What made you stand out was your sharpness, your quickness. It was written all over you that you would make a mark in rugby.’

Next door to the Boys Club is the Gospel Hall, where a poster on the wall proclaims ‘Jesus said: I am the door. By ME if any man enter in, he shall be saved.’ It would be many more years before I came to appreciate and realise the truth of that message; as a schoolboy, religion was a low priority on my agenda. Even so, we often went in to the church because biscuits and drinks were on offer there. They knew how to get an audience, didn’t they? We used to spend bonfire night by the chapel, with pie and peas on the menu from the neighbouring pub for all the little rascals from the area.

With Leek Street flats condemned, we moved to the red-brick terraced house in Ingleton Street, Beeston, barely a stone’s throw from the Rowland Road Working Men’s Club. There used to be a row of old shops across the street, but they had been knocked down. The buildings were never properly cleared so there was a lot of rubble. This shabby-looking area was home to a lot of Asians, as well as mixed-race low-income families.

Close to our house there was a kebab shop and a chippy, now shuttered and barred against vandals, just like the working men’s club. Up the street, on the corner of Clovelly Avenue, a small convenience store is still there. The Asian shopkeeper who owned the store at the time used to kill chickens downstairs and, if you chose the wrong moment to go to the shop, he would come up to serve you covered in blood.

Now, in the surrounding streets the shops are all shrouded in steel shutters, indicating that levels of street crime are on the increase. There is a sense of decay and dilapidation far worse than when I lived there. Mum has told me that it is an area where drugs are rife.

We played outside in the street, or more often went to Cross Flatts Park, which was a five-minute walk away along roads littered with cheap, clapped-out cars. The park was where everyone met. To get there from our street, we had to pass the Fashion Cloth House on Tempest Road. While it was a clothes shop, the owner had cleverly seen the commercial value of installing a couple of space-invaders machines. That was where my dinner money would disappear – my school, Cross Flatts, was situated between the park and the Fashion Cloth House.

The park, huge with a fair number of tall trees, was where we could play whatever sport we fancied, or just fool around on the slide and swings. In summer, we’d use the tennis courts or play crown green bowls on the manicured lawns at the back of the courts. I loved both games. For two years, I was bowls champion and won £3 in prize money. I was getting £1 a week for doing a paper round, so this was a princely sum.

A lot of the Asian lads played cricket and we’d get a game, although there were moments when some of them, having a laugh, I suppose, thought it was better fun to chase us away.

We used the park for all manner of ball games. Occasionally, one of my friends would get hold of an old golf club from somewhere. We’d make a hole in the ground and play our version of the British Open. It will be of little surprise to anyone that we hit a few windows in our time.

One of my best friends, Paul, lived a couple of doors down the street from us at No. 54. One day, Paul introduced us to his new dog, Max. Now Max was a cross between a Staffordshire Bull Terrier and an American Pit Bull. He was white with a black patch on his ear, a dog no one could mistake. Max turned out to have many uses. Sometimes, we’d get out a skateboard and I’d sit on the front with Paul at the back. Max would be on a ten-foot lead and, like a Husky, he would pull us all the way to the park. If Max saw another dog, we knew we were in for a fast ride! When we got to the park with Max, we realised that the days of other boys trying to beat us up were over. No one with any common sense was going to come within a hundred yards of him. At moments when Paul and I weren’t seeing eye to eye, he would not hesitate to turn Max on me. I’d have to jump on the climbing frame in the park, and stay there for an hour if necessary. Max was from a bloodline bred for fighting. We saw him have quite a few fights with other dogs and it was scary. He was not prone to letting go once he had something between his teeth.

Our social life centred on the park and sport was central to all we did. We may not have had too many luxuries but we were never short on fun. All we needed was a ball or a racket or a cricket bat.

Despite being a slim, tiny boy, I was in the school football and rugby teams. I cannot say I had any heroes in either game, although I admired Garry Schofield who played rugby league for Leeds. Garry had played at Hunslet Parkside, a club I would later benefit from joining.

Before I was ten years old, I was committed to playing rugby, but one factor that puts children off playing sport in England in winter is the cold climate. Some nights I would be walking through a snowstorm to get to training at the Boys Club. My fingers would be numb with cold, my feet frozen. Little wonder that some kids never turned up on those nights. When people puzzle over why rugby teams in the southern hemisphere have been better than us over the years, one of the reasons has to be that the climate in their countries is more conducive to playing. They live an outdoor life, at the beach or in the parks with a rugby ball or cricket bat. It’s easier to get kids to turn out in the sun than in the snow. Looking back, those volunteer coaches who took our sessions had a big job on their hands just to keep everyone involved. When you get home from school and have your tea, the last thing that most kids want to do is go training when it’s snowing or hailing. I must have enjoyed it that much that I didn’t notice the discomfort. I am glad I stuck at it – and grateful to those who came out to coach us.

Tackling was one of the main attractions of the game for me, never mind that I was small. I loved to get stuck in on the pitch. Rugby sucked all the excess energy from me and sheltered me from taking part in too much mischief. You see kids getting into trouble with drugs or the law through sheer boredom. The friends I had weren’t bad lads. Most were like me, very quiet and shy. I suppose we were also naïve. Once, we found a pack of twenty cigarettes and tried to smoke them out of curiosity. The smell and the taste were horrible and cigarettes never interested me again.

As I say, none of us was ever in any kind of real trouble. One day we did discover a telephone box that was not properly secured at the base. We would wait for an opportunity, when there was no one around, and go into the box and extract the money. As children, we never saw any harm in that. If anything, we thought it was the telephone company’s fault for not fixing the box, and we enjoyed probably a couple of weeks of income.

One occasion I did think we were in for a roasting was the night we asked someone older than us to get us booze from an off-licence. We were going to a party – I think it was a friend’s fourteenth birthday – and we wanted to take alcohol, of course. But as the lad was handing over the drink he had bought for us with our money, the Asian shopkeeper came out and grabbed two of us. He said he was calling the police. He took us in the shop and I don’t mind admitting I was scared of what would happen when the police came. Fortunately for us, he had to go out the back to make his call. In a flash, we took the latch off the door and bombed it. We ran and ran through the web of streets, chuffed to have escaped. The threat of the police was one problem – the trouble I’d have been in at home was altogether more worrying. My mum would have been far from amused to have the police return her son.

Somehow, I managed to remain immune to the street crime and the drug culture, which undoubtedly existed. Probably the naughtiest episode of my childhood was when I found a purse with £30 in it when I was playing around with my mate Damien. I’d knocked him off a wall in Rocky Park, a strip of land opposite the Blooming Rose pub, a few streets away from our house. There was a steep bank flanking the park that we used to scream down on our home-made sleds in winter. Damien landed on the purse. We weren’t the type to steal, but this didn’t feel like stealing. We went straight to a garage shop and bought big bottles of Coke and loads of chocolate. We were absolutely loaded and wondered aloud what we could do with our new-found wealth. We decided to get a bus to visit my cousin Vinnell in Chapeltown. It must have been around 5 November because I know we bought fireworks – and more chocolate. That reflects our innocence, if not necessarily our honesty. The downside to a brilliant day was that we arrived home late for tea. At that age, there had to be a good reason to miss tea, and both our mums were concerned where we were. I think we made up a far from convincing story, got told off and that was it.

This was the extent of the mischief I was involved in as a lad. My mum never allowed me to stay out late. I had to be home and in bed by half past eight. I was the first one in, which I now accept was a good policy. Some evenings I might try to push my luck, but all that happened was that I would be grounded the next evening. I learned that was an exercise in self-deception.

I didn’t hang out much with Bernard or George. They did not need their little brother cramping their style when they were with their own mates. They did get asked how they could have a brother who was a different colour from them, and I’m sure there were times when this was not easy for them. Kids can be wicked and cruel when they want to be. But to Bernard and George, I was never less than an equal. I think they have always been proud of me. Their father would come to see them sometimes. He was always nice to me. He sent me birthday cards; I was happy to share him with Bernard and George, even if we didn’t see that much of him.

As characters, Bernard and George are not in the least alike. Bernard is quiet, George much more laddish. Bernard loved motorbikes, more so than George although he rode one, too. They had a scrambler and what we called a ‘plackey’, which was a Honda 50cc without an exhaust. It made a horrible noise when it was started. I was riding on the back of these bikes before I was fourteen. We would go through the woods, sometimes getting chased by park patrolmen, who had big powerful BMW machines, but we never seemed to get caught. As a teenager, George was into snazzy clothes. Neither of my brothers was the least bit sporty. Mum can remember that one of her younger brothers played rugby in Scotland; otherwise there is no known family link to suggest why I should play to the standard I do.

I went just once to watch my brothers play football. It was a cold, wintry day and I suppose they must have been forced to be part of the team. George locked himself in the car with the heater on and refused to come out because of the weather. Bernard scored the winning goal when the ball stuck in the mud and he kicked it into the goal from three yards. That was the only time I saw them anywhere near a sports field.

When they’d had too much to drink, their brotherly rivalry could easily spill over into violent confrontation, but they looked out for one another in school and on the streets. I remember them telling me stories of their school going to fight another school in a pre-arranged bust-up. They’d have big fights. That happened to me once, at Cross Flatts middle school. Some other school came to meet us on the park. Their boys were lined up about fifty yards from us and when someone yelled ‘Charge’, we ran towards them and they ran towards us. My friends and I chickened out and put the handbrakes on. It ended with the so-called hardest boy in their school brawling with the toughest kid from Cross Flatts. Everyone else stood around and shouted, ‘Fight, fight, fight.’

School life was hard. There were a lot of people around with whom, if you had the choice, you would not really want to share a room. There were boys I was scared of – real hard nuts. I made sure I didn’t tread on their toes, but you couldn’t be seen to be too soft or they could make life miserable. I seemed to get the balance more or less right.

Mum had battled on alone, working all hours as a cleaner and then a school caretaker, until she met Richard Robinson when I was not much older than eight. He worked in a wholesale fruit and vegetable market in Leeds, tidying up. I was really happy for her when they married a few years later at a local registry office. I was in middle school and had to change my name, although my brothers did not. It was right that I should have the same name as my mum, now Mrs Robinson. Yet for a boy around twelve years old, there was a bit of stigma. I was asked if I’d been adopted. It was also strange when the register in class was called because I’d forget I was no longer Jason Brannan, but Jason Robinson. I’d sometimes put the wrong name at the top of my written work, too.

While I had grown accustomed to going to work with Mum after finishing school or in the holidays – I enjoyed helping her polish the floors with a big industrial cleaner that you needed a licence to operate, or so it seemed – I now had another source of income. I’d go with Richard to the market. I was used to earning my own money from an early age – a work ethic I am proud to have inherited from Mum.

Richard would bring home produce from the market, some written off, some more dubiously acquired I suspect. I would make up parcels of the fruit and vegetables and we would go out selling them from a trailer Richard attached to the back of his car. We would drive to Belle Isle, a couple of miles away, and park outside a working men’s club. I suppose, looking back, it sounds Del Boy-ish, but the money was useful and needed. I didn’t mind packing the parcels, but I was not keen about selling them from the trailer. Call it teenage embarrassment. After all, it hardly enhances your street-cred.

These were times when making some extra money was important, no matter how bizarre the circumstances may seem now. It was a fact of life that as soon as a house was boarded up the slates would be gone in no time. Lead had a price, too. When the Leek Street flats were coming down, people were taking any stuff they could lay their hands on. When the buildings opposite the flats were demolished, we would take sandwiches with us because there was so much to collect for re-sale. A favourite game was jumping on to mattresses from first-floor windows of the disused buildings.

Other times, I remember burning wire to strip it down to lead to take to the scrapyard. When it had been weighed, you’d get the going rate. It seemed normal – you needed to be enterprising to survive. At the market, I would drive the little electric wagons about; then, when I was older, I was paid to mend pallets. I’d be there with a hammer and nails and repair a big heap of them that had been broken in the market.

In the early years, I did consider Richard to be the father I never had. He showed an interest in rugby and came to watch me play. There were plenty of good times with him in our little house before the violence erupted. He used to make home brew and there was a barrel at the top of the stairs leading to the cellar. Down there, we had a darts board and we might all play once in a while. I would be delegated to get beers for Mum and Richard from the barrel, and I would be allowed a shandy. I can’t say I liked it – it was pretty strong stuff.

Holidays were the best. We would rent a caravan in Bridlington or Scarborough. Then Richard decided we should have our own van. Over the years, he had all kinds of vehicles – 90 per cent of them came from Mally’s second-hand yard by Rocky Park. None of them cost much more than £100 – a ‘long ’un’ as he used to say. There was a VW camper van with a concertina roof that I remember got us as far as six miles from home once and never went any further. Another time, the clips holding down the roof broke. As we drove along the motorway, my mum was in the back of the van swinging off the roof to keep it closed. Smoke was coming off her hands. We had a Dodge van, which had once done sterling service for BT. It was green and we nicknamed it the Green Goddess.

Another memorable experience was trying to navigate a steeply rising hill in a red Ford Escort van Richard had bought. The hill was probably not much more than quarter of a mile long. Richard was dropping down through the gears as soon as the road started to rise, and we were going slower and slower. I was sat in the back and by the time Richard had engaged first gear, there was a queue of hundreds of cars behind us.

Some other cars we had didn’t even make it up the hills. Our Vauxhall Viva was metallic, very sporty looking with big wide wheels, but the weight in the car used to rub on the wheels and bring us to a halt. We would pull over and empty stuff out of the car to reduce the weight to get up the hill. Then we’d get out and Richard would have to go back to collect our things. But if the journeys were a little unpredictable, the holidays themselves were great. Staying in a caravan park was never less than a big adventure.

I was sixteen years old when I went abroad for the first time. Damien came with Richard, Mum and me to Kavos in Greece. Damien and I hired motorbikes. I had gears on mine, while his just seemed to rev and go. Unluckily for us – or rather for Damien – we were travelling at roughly 30 miles per hour when a donkey strayed into the road in front of us. I managed to miss it and stay upright, but Damien came off his bike and skidded down the road for what seemed like forever. He left most of the skin from the back of his legs on the tarmac and scratched his bike rather noticeably. We realised our alibi for the damage was not altogether convincing. Who was going to believe that a stray donkey had caused the accident?

We plucked up the courage to return the bikes, forlornly hoping that the owner of the hire company would not spot the damage to Damien’s bike. When he saw what state it was in, we spluttered that our insurance would cover the cost of the repair. That plan had one flaw – we had no insurance cover. The owner – and he was a big guy – said, ‘You pay me . . . or the doctor.’ He was an intimidating figure and we didn’t have any money. We were near to tears when we went to fetch Richard and Mum. They had a go at the owner, but he was not a man to be easily dissuaded. We ended up paying him some money for the damage. I think we escaped lightly. At least we lived to tell the tale.

In all, I think Richard Robinson was in my life for around nine years. I had respect for him for some of the things he did for us, but that went when the violence started and I watched what Mum was put through.

Mum still sees him about town. Amazingly, she has no anger left.
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MAKING THE GRADE

‘The difference between a successful person and the others is not a lack of knowledge but a lack of will.’

VINCE LOMBARDI


As I entered my teenage years, I went from Hunslet Boys Club to play for Hunslet Parkside. Some friends had joined the club and I knew it was going to offer a better grade of rugby. Parkside was renowned as a breeding ground, giving those who had talent and worked hard to polish it a chance to gain entry to the professional ranks. When I joined as a thirteen year old, Garry Schofield’s mum Jean was tealady. Her son had begun his career at the club, so we knew what was possible. Garry was a fantastic player for Leeds and Great Britain. Jean was still making the teas at Parkside in the winter of 2002.

But when I joined Parkside, secretary Colin Cooper did not suppose for a moment he was looking at a lad headed for the professional game. I was a knobbly-kneed scrum-half and still a little mouse. Colin’s wife Una remembers the first time she set eyes on me. ‘You were a little lad huddled in the corner of our dressing room with your bag on your knee,’ she told me. ‘You sat there for a long time before saying a word.’ That was me.

The Coopers have been the heartbeat of Hunslet Parkside since Colin began with the club in 1973. By his estimation, over two hundred boys have become professionals after learning the game there. The club runs teams for under eights and upwards. Colin’s unselfish work these past thirty years – together with the efforts of those he recruited to assist at the club – allowed boys like me to dream. With Una, he seemed to organise all that went on. They had a scruffy little dog, Prince, that was everywhere you turned. They treated Prince like a son.

We trained a couple of nights a week and while we lived in Beeston I used to get to the club on the number 86 bus. Later, Mum found a job as a caretaker at a school not far from Hunslet Parkside’s ground. This post included housing and we moved to Tremont Gardens. The area, far from being affluent, was nevertheless an improvement on Beeston. All I wanted to do by now was play rugby, so it never bothered me where we lived as long as Mum was there.

Steve Kempton and Steve Hamill were the coaches, and they made training fun as well as instructive. Their wives, Avis and Carol, did the laundry. Steve Hamill was a bus driver, a real character who used to wind up people. He was forever joking, but he’d tell it how it was. He loved boys to get stuck in on the pitch. His heart was in the club; he just wanted us to do well. Steve Kempton spent hours with us, teaching us how to think as well as play. He became a scout for Wigan, I believe.

We did not have our own transport at the club and Colin used to borrow an old banger from a local church to get us to the games. It had curtains on the windows. Later, he gained access to a community bus; only trouble was it belonged to a community on the other side of Leeds so he had to trek across the city to get it. Parents rallied round with cars.

Each year, we would have a club outing to Blackpool or Bridlington for the day. If we were going to Blackpool, we would play a game on the way at somewhere like Widnes; if it was Bridlington, there would be a hard game in Hull.

On the pitch, I suppose my strength was beating people. From that early age, I had a good sidestep and speed off the mark. They are blessings I have reason to be grateful for to this day. I was always a runner. I like to think it wasn’t a matter of being selfish, more a question of playing to my strengths. That is the first requirement any coach seeks from his players after all.

Apparently, I took time to assert myself. According to Colin, until I was fifteen, I was just another lad coming for a game of rugby, small-framed and with no obvious talent. It had been easy to see that Garry Schofield and Dave Creasser would make it as professionals, but I was just one of the lads who played the game and had his cup of soup or tea. Colin says, ‘We had a lot of those lads and we have a lot of them still. Basically, I think I’ve got more one-parent families than the benefit office. I’ve always recognised that rugby is keeping most of my kids out of trouble.’ That was the case with me, as Colin well knows. He used to come and fetch me from Ingleton Street, so he knew where I came from. At Parkside, it became clear that rugby was my outlet in life. If I hadn’t taken to rugby, I could have gone another way, and at fifteen I began to show real potential. Colin referred to me as a matchbreaker, by which he meant I was very fast and could produce a flash of inspiration to break a game. It was not something that could be coached.

We had a good spirit at the club, a team full of character. One lad, Recky, was way ahead of the rest of us in build. We were still kids; he was a young man. He had facial hair, big legs and was as hard as nails. That team grew close, we certainly played as one. If somebody was in need of help, everyone pitched in.

As well as laughter, we experienced sadness in the cruellest manner, just at the moment we were supposed to be celebrating being young and indestructible. Wayne Kelly was one of those lads who sucked the juice from life. He was always game for a laugh and he could handle himself on the pitch. He was immensely popular and Colin always said he was the spitting double for Vinnie Jones, whose footballing travels brought him to Leeds for a spell before he found himself an unlikely Hollywood star.

When Wayne fell down at the Christmas party in 1990, there was no sense of alarm. We were all so young, all so optimistic, fantasising about going out from Hunslet to conquer the world. I just thought he’d had one too many beers. Someone said later he had gone to the toilet and collapsed. Someone else said his heart had stopped. An ambulance was called, of course. We were all stunned by the tragedy unfolding before us. One moment we had been laughing with him, like always; the next he was being driven away in an ambulance. The party came to an abrupt end; everyone was in a daze, sad and confused, weeping and afraid.

Wayne died on the way to hospital. I had never been to a funeral before, and there was so much grief in so many young people with so much to be optimistic about. But the one thing I will never forget is seeing his dad crying. I can picture it like it was yesterday.

Colin ensured a plaque was hung in the club pavilion in memory of Wayne. Sadly, another plaque was added in 2002 after another Parkside boy, Kyle Adams, was killed in a road accident. Karl Pratt – one of the lads who made it from Hunslet to the Great Britain team – donated the cap he won against Australia in 2002 and it was buried with young Kyle.

The classroom was never a place where I shone. With over thirty kids in the class at Matthew Murray High School, it was easy to get left behind. I was too shy to put my hand up to ask a teacher to explain what I had not understood. Can you imagine how the others would have taken the mickey? I could, and I was not going to give them the satisfaction. Still, I know I could have done much better at school.

I studied for exams in English, maths, biology and history, and I took a construction course, involving bricklaying, plumbing and joinery, one day a week at a neighbouring college. I don’t think I did any revision. I really don’t know what planet I was on. Only when I had a rugby ball in my hands did I have a sense of self-worth. I knew that I possessed some talent and on the rugby pitch I was assured and confident. I was in control. I could make an impact. I could do all the things I couldn’t do in the classroom because of my reticence and natural shyness.

After a time, I was selected to play for Leeds & District. From there, I was chosen for Yorkshire. I went for a trial for the England Under-18 team but I was not chosen. A lad called Gareth Stephens was selected. His dad was something in the game, I think. I was embittered at the time but, being honest, he was a better ball-handler than I was. I was just a runner. Even so, I still nurtured an ambition to become a professional.

I was a ball-boy at Leeds and, while I had no idea what the pressure must have been like on the players, I can recount that just retrieving the ball when it went out of play induced a bout of nervousness that I had not known before.

Eventually, Leeds invited me to go to see them. The coach, David Ward, wanted me to sign, and that was clearly a more exciting prospect than signing for Hunslet, an altogether smaller club. Leeds took me on a summer camp and asked me to play for the A team at York, but the game clashed with Parkside’s annual fixture with Wigan St Pats – one year we would play in Wigan, the next they’d come to us, and it was our turn to host them. David Ward gave me an ultimatum – play for Leeds or miss out. Wigan St Pats was our top game of the year and I couldn’t let Parkside down. David Ward found it hard to understand that I put the club before Leeds. It broke my heart when they told me I wouldn’t make the grade. To be told that at sixteen, just when I thought there was a career awaiting me, was very hard to take. Professional sport is not an arena where sentiment is paid more than lip service. Later, Colin told me that he was convinced that if Leeds had taken me on, I would have been wasted. ‘I’ve seen so many lads taken there and wasted,’ he said.

But I was fortunate. Unbeknown to me, Eric Hawley had his eye on me. He was the man who had discovered Ellery Hanley, one of the giants of the modern game who played an immense role in Wigan’s wonderfully successful era from the mid eighties. Eric had been watching me since I was fourteen and playing for Parkside. You can’t sign professionally until you are sixteen. Here’s how he tells it:


Now Jason was a ball-boy with Leeds at Headingley and there is a tendency for lads to want to sign for their local club. For Jason that was always going to be Leeds rather than Hunslet, who, with respect, were not in the same class. Jason had been training at Headingley and I had heard they were going to offer him terms. I thought that was that. But then I heard a whisper on the grapevine that they weren’t signing Jason, but another scrum-half called Gareth Stephens. I had not long since joined Wigan and I thought here’s my chance. The season was just starting with Hunslet Parkside. I looked at my fixture list and saw they were playing at Featherstone Sports Centre, so I went along. There is quite a long walk from the changing rooms to the pitch, and I walked alongside Jason and the team coach Steve Kempton. I told them that I had heard what had happened with Leeds and that now I was with Wigan, I was going to watch Jason for the next three or four weeks. To be honest, I could see that Jason was still disappointed with what went on at Leeds; the kid was really down. I watched him again the following week and he was playing just as I knew he could. Jason had what scouts look for – elusive pace. Sounds silly, but for a scrum-half he wasn’t that quick around the base of the scrum. He used to go on diagonal runs and bring the opposition across. As soon as he spotted a gap, whoosh, he was away. And he was born with that little jink, that sidestep of his. Usually I watch a lad over four to six weeks, leave them alone, then go back. But with Jason, I knew I dare not wait. Two games were enough for me.
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