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Preface


 


The sunshine of a New Zealand spring morning woke me three hours after I had fallen asleep. Annie, my wife, lay beside me in our hotel room, asleep and oblivious to my numb state of mind. 


Had it really happened? Had we really lost to France the night before in the quarter-final? Were we really out of the World Cup? 


It was all a little too much to take in. Like a child I lay there, hoping beyond hope that it had been a bad dream, and that this was the morning of the quarter-final, not the morning after. Try as I might, though, cold reality continued to numb my mind. There was absolutely nothing I could do to change what had happened twelve hours earlier in Eden Park. We had lost to France, an outcome that had never crossed my mind, not even when we were 16 points down at half-time. 


It all felt so wrong in my head. Acceptance had not quite got the upper hand. My mind was blank. This really wasn’t supposed to happen. I should have woken after leading my country to victory against our great rivals from across the Channel. The day ahead would have involved trips to the physios to patch up my battered body, handshakes and back slaps for a job well done, reviews of how we got the better of the French, and the first conversations with management and players, planning ahead to a World Cup semi-final against Wales. 


Instead, there was nothing to do except start making preparations to leave Auckland and begin the journey home. Once we’d arrived at the knockout stage, this was always a possibility, but it was surprising how totally unprepared I was when the possibility became a reality. 


Down in the hotel lobby, random people came up to me to say, ‘Well done.’ Well done? For what, exactly? We had just been knocked out of the Rugby World Cup at the quarter-final stage. They meant well. Of course they did. But there was nothing for which congratulations were due. England had played well below their potential for most of the tournament, and had clouded the issue further by off-field antics that gave the world’s media a field day. And as captain, I had presided over this. It had been under my watch. I could not, and would not seek to, escape personal responsibility. 


Back in my room I sat staring blankly at the walls. Annie had tidied up, taken a few cases down and met my mum and dad who, as always, were there for me. The telephone rang. The hotel wanted me out so that the next guests could move in. They rang again, and for a third time, because although I understood their request, I found it difficult to move. I was rooted to the chair, as if refusing to budge, reluctant to relinquish my World Cup hotel room. 


Outside I could hear voices in French. Slipping my coat on and grabbing a suitcase I switched off the lights, opened the door and left the room for the last time. In the corridor, some of the French players whom I had faced in the quarter-final were moving in to the rooms vacated by the England players. You couldn’t really make it up.


Worse, much worse, would follow. I entered the lift alone but, just as the doors were closing, a large hand forced them to open and in walked four of the French team, including Dimitri Yachvili. They looked at me, wearing my coat and holding my suitcase, nodded and each stuck out a hand to shake. 


I have no particular problem with the French lads. They beat England fair and square on the night in Auckland, but did fate really have to decree that some of them would share a lift with me as I left the hotel, all packed and ready to walk away from a World Cup? 


It was excruciating. I prayed for a hole to swallow me up. But I gritted my teeth, shook their hands, made some desperate small talk with Yachvili about training and said good luck to them all. I think they felt as uncomfortable as I did. 


That’s sport for you. For all the nuances, for all the adversity, for all the stories of heroes, emotion, valour and trauma, what it comes down to, always, is winners and losers. What happened in the Crowne Plaza in Auckland encapsulated this. Most of the people in the lift were joyous at their unexpected quarter-final victory over their fiercest rivals, but the remaining person had just been booted out of his room and indeed the World Cup by the very same people with whom he was now sharing that lift. 


It was cruel, it was stark, it was almost funny, but it underlined the truth. We had lost, they had won, we were out, and they lived to fight another day. 


Time, for me, had run out. I had already considered the prospect of retiring from international rugby even before the tournament had begun, no matter how England fared, and now my body pleaded for parole after an eleven-year sentence of being battered. The desire to play for England remained as strong as ever. I doubt it will ever fade. If I could turn out at Twickenham aged 70, I would, but my body would have given up on me three and half decades earlier. I yearned to spend so much more time with my understanding and long-suffering wife, and my two beautiful boys. 


It would not be over completely. The thought of running out for my new club, Bath, in one of the most stunning cities in the country, on one of the most picturesque grounds in the world, was warming and consoling, but I knew, right then, that I had captained, and indeed played for, England for the very last time. 


My Test career had ended in one of the greatest cauldrons in world rugby, Eden Park, Auckland. It had begun eleven years earlier in front of a small, slightly interested crowd on a North American tour, but in between I had won a World Cup and so much more for my country, let alone all the silverware with the Leicester Tigers, featuring some of the greatest players ever to have graced the professional scene. 


It had been quite some journey, the highest of highs mingling with some desperate lows. So many injuries, so many operations, so many times premature retirement had crossed my mind. And then there was a demeaning illness that for a while dominated my life and made ordinary living practically impossible. Yet those summits so high that the clouds nestled way below had made every single moment of my time as an international rugby player worth it. 


Never mind my misery that morning in Auckland. Never mind a lift full of those who had defeated me. It had been a quite wonderful, wonderful career and one, right then, which was difficult to fathom. 


How could that skinny kid with poor eyesight and low self-esteem have managed to pull it off? How could that ridiculous student with little brains and even less common sense end up captaining his country on eleven proud occasions, including at a World Cup? How could that kid who displayed such total ineptitude when it came to the female race end up with a beautiful wife and two beautiful boys? How could any of it have happened?


Well, somehow it had, and as I waited in the hotel lobby before joining my family and heading out of Auckland, I began to piece it all together. 
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Close scrapes


Tries and tribulations


To my family I am known as ‘Little Lewy’, which some people may think odd considering that, at 6ft 3in, I tower over everyone else, but it’s because my father is also called Lewis, as was his grandfather. Dad must have won the argument with my mother, Heather, over my Christian name – when I suggested naming my first son Lewis as well, she, together with my wife Annie, were adamant that two living Lewis’s were quite enough in the family. ‘Every time I said the name Lewis both you and your dad would answer,’ Mum explained, which must have been irritating.


Walton is my middle name, after great grandfather Lewis, and so another Lewis Walton Moody came into this world on 12 June 1978, at the Heatherwood Hospital in Ascot.


I had barely started with life before it was nearly over. Inside my first year a motorbike carrying a slab of concrete in a sidecar had smacked into the side of Mum’s Volkswagen Beetle as she was driving around Binfield with me in the back in a baby seat on the passenger side. The motorcyclist ended up in intensive care, but recovered, and Mum, who jumped out of the Beetle screaming, suffered from whiplash. Luckily, I was unharmed but the car was a write-off.


In March 1980, I was in a great deal more trouble. I contracted croup, which is a respiratory condition that leads to swelling inside the throat and, in turn, a hacking, barking cough. One night it grew particularly acute and the doctors decided to hospitalise me the following morning. For the next few days I sat in a steam tent and then, with no signs of recovery, it was decided to perform a tracheotomy on me. After that, I was moved from Heatherwood to Wexham Park Hospital in Slough, where I was placed in intensive care.


My parents, who had followed the ambulance from Heatherwood to Wexham Park, kept a bedside vigil for the next few days. Eventually, my dad went home to sleep while Mum rested in a next-door room. One night I woke and reacted to the fact that I was in a strange room with a tube sticking out of my throat and my parents nowhere to be seen. I screamed, I cried and my face turned blue. The croup had turned into full-blown viral laryngitis.


The hospital tried to phone home to ask Dad to return as soon as possible – the doctors feared I would not be seeing the morning – but Dad was so tired he didn’t hear the telephone ringing. It took the police throwing stones up at his window to wake him from his slumbers. It must have been horrific for him to have to follow the flashing blue lights of a police car as he raced to the hospital to discover whether his only child would live or die. Mum held me and managed to calm me down. For the next two weeks I remained in intensive care and to this day I bear the scar of the tracheotomy on my throat. Mum still gets upset talking about something that happened thirty years ago. She says it was the worst two weeks of her life!


This wasn’t the end of my problems. As a child, whenever I contracted a cold or a cough, I would often be taken back to the same steam tent in hospital and have to sit there for days on end until my rasping breathing and hacking cough dispelled. The memories are hazy now, but I do recall waking up in the middle of the night at home on many occasions and freaking out because I lost the ability to breathe for long enough to scare me. I remember Dad sitting on my bed and calming me down, and I remember being in hospital when Valley Parade, Bradford City football club’s ground, caught fire. I watched the news coverage on the hospital TV. That was on 11 May 1985. I was six years old.


By then, we had lived in Germany for a year and come back again. Dad was an engineer in the cement industry and, when I was three years old, he had been sent to Neubeckum, near Hamm, and the family went, too. This is a period of my life I cannot recall, except for being thrown under a fence once in the playground at the all-German kindergarten I attended! I was the only English-speaking kid there. By the time my family returned to Binfield I was speaking German as well as English. Unfortunately, this is no longer the case. I have barely uttered a single word since then and my bilingual talents are now long gone.


The ailments continued. In 1982 I was found to be allergic to chlorine in swimming pools. It produced a dry, barking cough and, with my history, nobody wanted to take any chances, hence the antihistamines. To this day I cannot go too near horses because I have an allergic reaction that makes my face swell. It is just as well my lifelong ambition wasn’t to become a jockey.


By the age of four my eyesight was so poor that I was forced to wear Milky Bar Kid glasses. Naturally, I became known as the Milky Bar Kid by all my little mates. Even worse, Windsor Hospital discovered an astigmatism in my left eye, which explained my short-sightedness. At home I had to wear a patch over my good eye to strengthen my bad eye. My parents tried to make out it was fun, and that I was a pirate. I’m not sure I quite saw it that way. I was switched to the type of spectacles you wear in the science lab at school and was stuck with them for quite a while until, much older, I realised it wasn’t doing the trick with the ladies. So I turned back to my originals and once again, this time in my teens, I was called the Milky Bar Kid. Eventually, I turned to contact lenses to help my rugby on the basis that it usually helps your game if you can see the ball. In the early days of contacts it felt like pouring acid into your eyes every time you put them in. Now I wear them all the time. Without them I would be rugby’s answer to Mr Magoo!


Matthew Foster is the person who can be blamed for introducing rugby into my life. He was the son of my mum’s friend Sue, and he came round to play one day while Mum and Sue had coffee. Matthew persuaded me to come with him to Bracknell Rugby Club, where they had a flourishing mini-rugby section. I was five years old and already loved nothing better than to run around, so to get the opportunity to do so with a ball, and to end up covered in mud having collected the odd bruise was my idea of heaven.


Even then the characteristics that are perhaps best known about me on a rugby field reared their head. While my new-found teammates enjoyed running and passing with the ball in hand, for me there was nothing better than to throw myself on the ball or run into people. Today, contact is discouraged for juniors playing the sport, which is probably right. Thank goodness that was not the case when I was five years old. It was love at first sight, and there is no doubt that contact was the main reason for this.


I remember once watching my dad play cricket for a local club. I was seven at the time. By the pitch a group of lads, aged 10 or 11, were playing rugby. I asked if I could join them and if we could tackle each other. The lads looked at me, some four years their junior, and quite sensibly suggested this would not be such a bright idea. In the first play I smashed one of them with a tackle and after that it was game on. Over the next thirty minutes or so they ran over me repeatedly, and I loved every single minute of it.


I was playing as a centre for my school team. I was bigger than most of my contemporaries and scoring loads of tries. Off the pitch, however, I continued to get into the kind of scrapes that would later litter my professional rugby career. Two instances stand out. First, when my friend Gareth Owen and I were playing golf in his back garden. Rather stupidly, I stood too close to Gareth, resulting in him impaling his driver into my forehead. I remember just standing there in a state of shock. His mother ran out into the garden just as my head exploded and blood shot out in all directions, which was the reason why I then started to cry.


Another time, Dad was on the end of a fearful bollocking from Mum after he allowed me to drive his sit-on lawn mower. On the face of it nothing should have gone wrong. All I had to do was sit on it, point it down the garden, and drive. Somehow I managed to hit the corner of the house. The heavy mower shot up the wall, I fell backwards on to the ground and the mower followed a split-second afterwards. Considering that it landed inches from my head, and the blades were still spinning round at a furious rate of knots, it was a near miss. Mum was not amused!


Will Carling was my hero at the time. He had just been made England’s youngest ever captain aged 22 and, like me, was a centre. I was an only child so it often meant playing alone in the garden. I’d run about with a rugby ball, passing it to myself and shouting out the names of the England players of the time. Nobody got more mentions than Carling. I met him at a mini-rugby tournament held at Redingensians rugby club. Bracknell lost in the final to a much larger Welsh side, who beat us up. Meeting my hero, who looked resplendent in his purple England tracksuit, more than made up for the disappointment of losing the final. I persuaded him to sign a photo of himself that I had cut out of a newspaper and taken with me for the day. His simple ‘To Lewis’ message became my most prized possession and I have kept it to this day.


Nine years later Carling was responsible for my first serious mention in the national press. In one of my first senior games for Leicester, the Tigers were playing Harlequins at Welford Road and I managed to pull off a try-saving tackle on Carling. It was 1996, I was 18 and he was not too far off retiring from the game. The tackle merited me a few words in the national newspapers, which, at the time, I found very cool. To tackle my hero in a game was awesome but I wish I had said something to him, either after the tackle or after the game. The problem was that I was young and would not say much to anyone, even in the Leicester dressing room, mainly because most of the other players were icons of their day.


My other hero as a young kid was Daley Thompson. I liked the way he went about his business. He was obviously a tremendous character, whistling on the winner’s podium, sporting suggestive T-shirts and performing somersaults on the pole-vault mat, but what I liked most about him was his all-round ability as an athlete.


At Eagle House I was the best at sport in my year, and by this I mean just about every sport – rugby, football, cricket, diving and most disciplines in track and field, ranging from the 100 and 200 metres to the high hurdles, the high jump and the long jump. At my final speech day before leaving for Oakham School and a new life, I was the recipient of five separate sports trophies. I was up and down to the stage like the proverbial yo-yo, and I found it faintly embarrassing. I was very proud, of course, to be praised as often as I was that day in front of all the parents and teachers, but I began wanting some other kid to win at least one sports trophy.


At Oakham I did not quite have it all my own way. Dad went to work at Ketton Cement, just outside Oakham, and the three of us moved to Rutland. Eagle House attempted to keep me on as a boarder, and even offered me a sports scholarship, but the Moodys left Berkshire for good. I was very sad to be leaving all my friends, but 10 year olds have little say in family matters.


At Eagle House, where there were 300 pupils, I had been the big fish in the pond. I was head and shoulders the best at sport, and I was also faring perfectly well in my academic studies. At Oakham, with 1,200 pupils, it was a different story. I remained the best in my year at rugby, and was pretty good at most other sports as well, but academically I was definitely lower than average, and found myself in the bottom sets for subjects such as Maths and English.


This was one of the reasons why my confidence became severely dented at Oakham for a good four to five years. I was reasonably popular, and it helped being the school rugby captain for my year, but I was neither cool nor a geek. I was your classic ‘in-betweener’ and therefore had a wide range of contrasting kids as my friends.


The advent of girls certainly challenged me. Eagle House had been all boys. Suddenly, at Oakham, I was surrounded by girls as well. It is fair to say I was clueless with the female section of the school. I did not understand them and never possessed the confidence to ask them out. I fell into the trap of becoming a girl’s best friend. I was someone to talk to when, in reality, my motives were the same as every other boy. ‘You’re really good to talk to,’ the girls would often say to me. ‘Great!’ I’d think, under my breath. It wasn’t really the ‘talking’ bit that interested me. In all my time at Oakham, some eight years, I had two girlfriends, and that’s if you count my first relationship with Clare Sullivan when we were aged 11 that lasted two days. I asked a friend of mine to end it for me – that’s how good I was with girls. He failed to do so, she thought we were still going out, and it all became a little messy for a while. Then there was Chloe Knights, when I was 14 years old. She was the first girl I kissed, which makes me wonder what I did with Clare. She was very attractive and we managed to hold down a relationship for all of a month. There were the usual snogs and petting at village hall and on the tennis courts, but in terms of girlfriends that’s your lot until, aged 20, I met Annie, who would become my wife and mother of my two children.


My late puberty hardly helped matters. I was the youngest looking 15 year old imaginable and I possessed a very high voice until well into my fifteenth year. The worst aspect of this was seeing everyone else changing in front of my eyes, while I stayed the same. Playing sport as often as I did resulted in taking loads of showers, where boys would obviously notice the stages of puberty. It really stressed me out. I remember checking my nuts every single day and saying to myself: ‘Where’s my fucking hair? Where’s my fucking hair?’ It was a day of sheer, unadulterated triumph when the first, short and curly sprig of pubic hair finally appeared like a snowdrop after winter.


Although my spiralling academic performances, my ridiculous National Health glasses and my complete inability with girls played their part, what really dented my self-esteem was the verbal bullying I was subjected to throughout my time at Oakham, but especially between the ages of 10 and 14, which, of course, are particularly formative years.


The crux of it was that a number of the boys in my year, and in the years above, would call me stupid, because I had a knack of speaking before engaging my brain – a trait that most people who know me in rugby would agree I still have. But when the ‘stupid’ tag came out, I reacted, which is a major error in any school playground or classroom or on any school playing field.


As a kid, I was very self-effacing and never wanted confrontation. But I hated being called stupid and made it known early on, which made me an easy target and, boys being boys, they honed in on me. In the greater sphere of life it may not seem such a big deal but, at the time, I found it very upsetting. Kids look for any chink in someone’s armour and then pile in. Even though I was the rugby captain in my final year, which, at a school such as Oakham, was a significant badge of honour, a weak spot had been found and was exploited to the hilt. Often the cooler lads were the worst, especially the more intelligent ones. They clearly felt superior to someone who was not, academically, in their league. It did not help being one of the youngest in my year, either.


I was a day boy assigned to a boarding house, and this meant I lived at home but used the boarding-house facilities. Sometimes, when I was older, I’d stay overnight in the boarding house if it was my turn to take charge of the younger kids. I remember many nights sitting on my bed in the dorm, or back at home in my bedroom, disconsolate after another day’s battering by my contemporaries. I think some of them truly believed it was harmless fun. Even my so-called friends were at it. I don’t believe any of them had any idea just how wounding and belittling it was.


It caused me a great deal of stress. In 1990, for example, when I was 11 and 12 years old, I suffered from acute stomach pains, which, when finally diagnosed, proved to stem from a chronic form of colic brought on by the stress of school life. The stomach-aches would continue for much of my time at school.


I remember once when a friend discovered that I was sitting on the toilet. ‘Is that you, Lewis?’ he shouted. ‘Yes,’ I replied, with an obvious tone that said, ‘Go away, I’m on the loo.’ This prompted him to sing: ‘Moody is moody, Moody is moody.’ I reacted and the next minute there were half a dozen boys chanting the same phrase over and over again for over half an hour. I just sat there taking it in and refusing to leave the cubicle until they had gone. Looking back, having kids singing ‘Moody is moody’ hardly seems the worst thing to hit you in life, but at the time it was indicative of how I was treated by some at Oakham, and how insecure I became.


This affected my personality. I used to find summer holidays quite depressing because most of my friends were boarders who went back to their homes, which were dotted all over the country, leaving me with just a few kids to play with back in Ketton. I remember becoming friends with two village lads until a third boy joined us. Over the next few weeks he succeeded in turning the others against me until I was bombed out of the group. That absolutely devastated me and I cried my eyes out back home. I used to be on the receiving end of that kind of treatment at school. I never thought it would affect me away from school life as well.


I lost my temper just once. I was 17 at the time, and the first XV had just lost a game against Bedford Modern. I was distraught at the loss and when a friend started to take the mickey out of me, both for being cross about losing what he saw as a silly game, and also for being stupid, I pinned him up against a wall and told him, in no uncertain terms, never, ever to question rugby or my intelligence again. It seemed to do the trick. From that day onwards he never ventured into those evidently delicate areas again.


Rugby was my way to escape the bullying. It mattered an awful lot to me. I played for the school senior first XV in my final two years at Oakham, captaining the side in my final year. In truth, we were not the best team. I think we won nine and lost three that year. The better, Daily Mail Cup-winning sides that featured Tom Croft, Matt Smith and Alex Goode would come later. We had good times, though, none better than the traditional first XV drink after every game in the same Oakham pub, where we would sing songs, play games and feel very much part of a family. My own family used my rugby to force me to do my homework, go to bed, eat my vegetables and pretty much everything else as well. No homework, sleep or vegetables meant no rugby training at the weekend with my local club. It was what drove me and my parents knew it.


It also served its purpose away from the rugby field. I had been made to feel intellectually inferior and I began to use my ability as a rugby player as a defence mechanism. At 14 I became a Leicester Tigers colt, and then continued to play for the junior Tiger teams throughout the rest of my time at school. I also played for my county and for the Midlands. By 16 I had been selected for the England Under-18s. It was not something I rammed down people’s throats. Far from it. I remained the self-effacing individual that I like to believe I am to this day. Yet there is no doubt that my progress in rugby provoked some jealousy within parts of the school, and motivation to pick on me whenever possible. Ironically, that helped my rugby career. I channelled all my anger and frustrations into my game. It was an area – the only area – in which I excelled, and I knew I was better than anyone else. When the boys teased me, I’d try to laugh it off to their faces, although not very convincingly. In truth, it was a huge, emotional challenge and one that, in time, forced me to deal with my character and figure out who and what I was.


If I have painted a picture of a desperately unhappy school life, this is only partly true. There were many good times, too, and many scrapes. Some were funny, others very concerning – the sort of adventures teenage boys often get up to and laugh about. Only now, at the age of 33, can I look back and realise how close to the line I came on so many occasions. Despite the unhappiness, mainly in the first four years at Oakham, when I recall my days there, the good times outweigh the bad. The memories are primarily happy.Not only that but it was and remains a very fine school that gave me the best opportunity academically, something I failed to fully grasp, and also on the sports field, where I feel I took my chance with both hands.


At 14 I got drunk for the first time in my life. It’s not so much the getting drunk part that makes me shudder. That, after all, is one of a teenage boy’s rites of passage. It was more the where and the how. Picture it – speech day, and parents and boys had gathered on the headmaster’s lawn. Boys had a chance to sip a little wine, but it was probably not a good idea for me to sneak off with a bottle for myself and a friend. Four glasses later I could barely stand, the world was spinning in front of my bleary eyes and I had no idea what was about to hit me. For some reason, my parents did not recognise that their son was inebriated, even though I introduced them to a Spanish exchange student from whom, an hour earlier, I had managed to steal a few kisses, thanks to my temporary drunken boldness. Unfortunately, in front of my housemaster’s wife, Mrs Harvey, I tripped over my own, wobbling feet and fell head first into masses of filled strawberry punnets meant for parents. When I stood up, I resembled a man who had been shot fifty times. My white school shirt, my trousers and my face were covered in blood-coloured strawberry juice and crushed berries. Luckily for me, the housemaster’s wife was so upset by the ruined speech-day strawberries that she never got round to questioning why I had fallen into the punnets in the first place.


There were other times when I was not so lucky. In the first year of my ‘A’ levels, my penultimate year at Oakham, I was suspended, along with a number of other boys, for a week. A rather cocky third year walked up to the sixth-form area and started mouthing off to a group of us. We grabbed hold of him in what was supposed to be nothing more than a slightly boisterous but still jokey flexing of our sixth-form muscles. Then it all went wrong. One of the older boys appeared with a BB gun (an airsoft or pellet gun) and shot the third year in the knee. There could not have been anything more than some cork or a paper pellet in the gun because the third year laughed about it and walked away. He had been giving as good as he got. It was not uncommon at the school. I remember being repeatedly shot at by older boys with BB guns loaded with paint balls when I was in year three, both inside and outside the school buildings. It was all a bit of a wheeze back then, although, as a slightly more mature person these days, I appreciate the dangers of shooting BB balls at people.


Much later that night I was woken by my parents wondering why the housemaster had called home so late and why he wanted to see me first thing the next morning. It turned out that the year three boy had complained to his parents, quite rightly in hindsight, who, in turn, had notified the school. The one-to-one interrogation I was subjected to the following day was intimidating. In the end, three other boys and I were suspended. The boy who had fired the BB gun was expelled, as was the gun’s owner, who had played no part in the incident and could count himself unlucky that someone else had thought fit to borrow the gun without his knowledge.


There was uproar at the school. It was felt by most of the other sixth-form boys, some teachers and the parents concerned that it was unfair to suspend what became the ‘Oakham Four’ because another boy had taken it upon himself to fetch and then use a BB gun. I was very embarrassed to be branded a bully by the school. Whatever faults I may have possessed, I didn’t see being a bully as one of them, especially as I knew what it felt like to be bullied. I also grew increasingly angry at the injustice of it all. During the week out of school, the affected boys and their parents got together for a series of meetings. It was all rather exciting. The boys wrote a joint letter, aided by our parents, and Mum and Dad handed it in personally to my housemaster who, in turn, discussed the matter with the head. It did the trick. We were all reinstated, the charge of bullying was withdrawn and a notice sent around to that effect. I returned to Oakham feeling as if I had beaten the system.


As well as alcohol, I also dabbled in cigarettes and drugs, although both in a very minor capacity. I once used a bong (a kind of waterpipe, for those who don’t know) to smoke some pot. I was 15 and with some schoolmates in a field outside the school premises one evening. The immediate after effects were these: one, I fell backwards into a thorn bush and lay there unable to move; two, I thought I was going to die; and three, I was in personal agony for ten minutes and vowed that I would never touch the stuff again.


One night, during my penultimate year at school, I was offered drugs by an older boy in a pub nearby. The tablets were in a small, see-through plastic bag and looked suspiciously like Es. Now, by then, I’d got drunk, been caught smoking, which led to me having to clear the school’s pavements of chewing gum for two days, and smoked pot, but I drew the line at this. This was a different league all together and I wasn’t interested. It proved to be one of my more sensible decisions. My friend, who was with me in the pub, accepted one of the tablets. A couple of days later I was dragged out of my classroom during a lesson – I still feel the increased heart beat from that moment – and found myself once more being interrogated by the housemaster on behalf of the head. The older boys had been caught dealing drugs. I was asked if I had been offered drugs and whether I had taken any, and whether my friend had. I admitted to being offered some but said no to the two other questions. The next day I was dragged in front of the housemaster again. This time he said they had overwhelming evidence that my friend had accepted some drugs. I felt under severe pressure. It was seriously scary stuff. In these circumstances, I confirmed this to be true. It turned into a major scandal for the school. Five boys were expelled from various years for drug-related issues, and even the national newspapers wrote about it. My friend, fortunately, received just a suspension. This made me feel a great deal happier about myself, although, to this day, I regret confirming the housemaster’s evidence.


My two best friends were Jim Knowles and Simon Feek. Jim’s now in the army and has seen action all over the world, from Northern Ireland to Bosnia, Iraq and Afghanistan. Feek was and is, it is fair to say, one of life’s characters. I passed my driving test at my third attempt. The next day, Jim, Feek and I headed off to a nearby field, me driving the second-hand 1970s Volkswagen Beetle that my parents had bought for me, and Jim his motorbike. I loved my orange car, even if all my friends thought it was a heap of rubbish. It should have been a happy occasion. We had a beer, we played our music loud, and Jim let us ride his bike.


Then Feek asked if he could have a spin in my car. Jim, who unlike Feek was trustworthy, said he would sit alongside him to make sure nothing went wrong and it was difficult to see what could go wrong. Feek was going to drive my beloved Beetle up a straight 150 metre track, turn and come down again, while I continued to ride Jim’s bike. Moments later, an ashen-faced Feek appeared. ‘Mate, I’ve had a nightmare,’ was all he could say. He hopped on to the back of the bike and we sped off to where he had planted my car. Feek had hit a pothole, panicked and spun the car. My Beetle was now sticking out of a hedge with a wing hanging off. Somehow, using pieces of string, we managed to tie everything down and I drove the remains of my car home.


My parents were not Feek’s greatest fans. They thought he led me astray. It was right at the end of my time at Oakham and I didn’t see the point in dropping my best mate in it, so I told Mum and Dad that I’d crashed the car. They called me an idiot and insisted I paid them back the £800 worth of damages. It took me most of that summer, working as a waiter at Barnesdale Lodge on Rutland Water, to repay them.


Ten years later the truth emerged on my wedding day. Feek spoke about what had really happened that day during his best-man speech, and handed over an £800 cheque to my father. My parents were taken aback, both by the truth and by my loyalty to my friend. It was a special moment when a ten-year-long school secret was finally revealed.


There was still time for one more escapade, which Oakham may not be too happy about. On the final day of term – on the final day of my final year – I decided to steal the school flag, fluttering proudly beside the cricket pavilion while the first XI played the Old Boys. It was hardly a clandestine operation. It was speech day, for goodness sake, and half the school’s parents and all the teachers were milling around, but somehow nobody noticed a blond 18 year old pull down the red, black and red stripy school flag and sneak off with it. That was in 1996 and I still have the flag, back in my old room at my parents’ house in Ketton. I suppose I should return it. They may have noticed at some point in the last fifteen years that their flag has gone missing!


My school days were over. That summer I received my ‘A’ level results. A ‘B’ in Design was fine, an ‘E’ in Geography not so impressive and a ‘U’ in Biology fairly disastrous. It takes a long time for a boy to become man enough to admit that he wishes he had listened to his parents when they advised him to work harder and to revise properly. I did neither because, in part, I knew I was good at sport and saw it as my future, but if I could live my life again, I would most definitely try much harder with my ‘A’ levels.


As it was, I did have somewhere to go after school. It may not have been Oxford or Cambridge University, but it was the Oxbridge of English rugby and it was called Welford Road.
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Tiger cub


The early years at Leicester


I first turned up at Oval Park, the Leicester Tigers training ground, at the ripe old age of 14, and thereafter I went whenever my school commitments allowed me, which, to begin with, wasn’t too often. I was a nice public schoolboy mixing with primarily comprehensive boys from Coventry. One of them, Leon Lloyd, would become one of my best friends but back then he was keen to shove the pretty boy’s face in the dirt. When I tried to tackle him in my first contact training game, I ended up on my backside. In the corner of the ground was a huge mountain of dirt and mud, which we were ordered to run up and down. It was a not-too-gentle eye-opener to me of the niceties of club rugby.


For two years, my parents, and usually my mum, would drive me for forty minutes from home to Oval Park and back again after school, and in the spring, when Oakham turned to hockey as their main sport, I would either play youth games for Leicester or watch the Tigers from the Welford Road stands, chanting ‘Deano, Deano,’ after the legendary figure that was and is Dean Richards.


Then, when I was 16, Brian Welford decided I should switch from centre to the back row. Brian was not only the junior rugby coach at Oakham but also the Midlands coach, who had a personal ‘in’ with the Tigers. Ian ‘Dosser’ Smith, the school’s first-team coach and Tigers’ head coach, was running his eye over me.


Dosser was another of those Leicester legends, a man who played 331 times as a flanker before Neil Back took over, and captained the Tigers between 1983 and 1985. The stories about Dosser were many and often mythical, although the fact that he once played for the Tigers with two torn hamstrings appears to be true.


I was far from happy with the idea. I’d been a centre all my life and, at first, playing at number eight, I felt as if my game had suddenly been neutered. In a county trial match, however, I was switched to seven and this was my ‘eureka’ moment. Suddenly, the field opened up and I carved my way through it. I knew right then that I had found my position. Within weeks I was picked for the England Under-18 ‘A’ team, despite being a year younger than most of the others. It wasn’t the best experience. We played the New Zealand All Blacks somewhere up north, and as a sub I stayed rooted to the bench for the whole game. This was back in the days when subs were not used unless there was an injury. I roomed with Matt Salter, who would go on to captain Bristol, he barely said a word and felt as if I was in someone else’s world.


That summer I toured Ireland with the Leicestershire County Under-18s, which was my first proper rugby tour. Graham Willars, who played for the Tigers an incredible 338 times over a twenty-eight-year span as a blindside, was the team manager. That was a huge deal. Everyone looked up to Graham at Leicester, and it was the mark of the man that when cancer took him from us at a young age, more than a thousand mourners attended his funeral. Strangely, the stand-out moment from that tour was not one of victory or defeat, but a ridiculous incident involving our captain, Richard Pope, who in his pumped-up way sprinted to the halfway line after we first emerged from the dressing room, stooped to pick up the ball, slipped and ended up head first in the mud.


That autumn was my last rugby term at school. Even back then, Dosser taught me something that has never left me, and goes a long way towards explaining the way I play rugby, and the catalogue of injuries I have suffered as a result. The message was this: you do whatever it takes to help your mates in a game, whether it’s getting hold of the ball, or stopping others from doing so. If this means taking a good kicking, then so be it. The ball, not your body, is paramount. That simple but powerful message has never really left me.


He also gave me my first insight into captaining a rugby team. I was the Oakham School first XV and also Midlands captain at the time, and at our end-of-season dinner one of the younger lads in the side got totally smashed on alcohol. I had already delivered the captain’s speech and now, on Dosser’s instructions, had to look after the kid. Ironically, it would be the last time I would captain a side – apart from a couple of occasions as a stand-in at Leicester – until Martin Johnson asked me to lead England in March 2010.


Earlier, in the spring of 1995, I played for the England Under-18s in the Five Nations campaign alongside Andy Long, Pete Richards and Joe Ewens, although we were nothing to write home about, and failed to trouble the better nations. I was also playing for the Tigers colts side, coached by Pete Low and Roger Dakin, Leicester men through and through, who were very old school in their approach to the game.


At one game, away from home, we walked out of the changing room through a tunnel of reserves and the coaches, made purposefully narrow to pump us up. One of our props, Simon Black, was a dangerous character at the best of times. Everyone knew him as ‘Barnesy’ after Barnes Wallis’s bouncing bomb. The coaches were shouting at us to fire us up and when Pete punched Barnesy as he walked past, Barnesy responded by landing such a fierce punch in return that our main coach was knocked flat on his back. It was an unnerving sight to see as you made your way out on to the field of battle.


As school ended, I contemplated joining the army but an event occurred during the summer to change my mind. The previous August, rugby had suddenly – too suddenly for many – turned professional and, out of seemingly nowhere, I had the chance to make a living out of a sport I loved. A guy called Pete Lloyd planted the idea in Dosser’s head that I should be given a chance to join the Tigers’ senior squad. Pete was just about the club’s biggest fan. He was neither a player nor a coach, although he ended up being an unofficial scout, but he was a friend of all the players and had their ear. I was an 82kg (13 stone) streak of piss at the time but Dosser took the gamble and invited me to join the senior squad for the summer.


I remember absolutely bricking it on the first day I arrived at Oval Park as a senior squad member, driving the same orange Beetle with a grey wing that my mate Feek had mangled weeks before. For the previous four years I had always changed in the youths’ dressing room but on this day I made my way to the first-team’s area to be met by the incredulous faces of my hero, Dean Richards, and Dorian ‘Nobby’ West.


‘The youth team’s dressing room’s down there, lad,’ proclaimed Deano, waving his giant paw in the general direction of where he thought I should be.


‘Er, actually Mr Smith has sent me here,’ I replied, barely able to look at them. To Dean and Nobby it was Dosser, but to me, fresh out of Oakham, it was ‘Mr Smith’.


We had to run three times round the whole Oval Park area, taking a break between laps. On the first two I caned everyone by a good 200 metres. During the third, which I again led by a good distance, I feared that the senior players would consider me to be a cocky twat, straight out of school, on my first training session, and absolutely burning all the well-known players. Richard Cockerill, the then England hooker, was closest to me and I took the ridiculous decision to let Cockers pass without making it obvious. I didn’t want to be seen as an upstart. Now I look back and wonder, ‘What the fuck was I thinking?’ I should have shown the boys from day one that I was not the type who would ever give up. Despite all the success that would follow in later years, I look back on that incident and regret it intensely to this day.


In August, Leicester hosted a four-team pre-season tournament, with Boroughmuir, Agen and a Welsh side. It was at Welford Road, in front of a sell-out crowd, and I would be making my first-team debut in Leicester’s first-ever game as a professional rugby club. In the team that day were Rory Underwood, John Wells, Graham Rowntree and many other legendary Tigers players. Dean was on the bench but he brought the forwards into a huddle when we met in the Mission for the Blind over the road from the stadium for a pre-match team talk.


‘What’s the back-row calls, Lewis?’ he asked me.


Of course, I had no idea, which was a fairly inauspicious start to my first-team career. I’d been put on the spot and floundered, a trait that rears its head sometimes, even now.


We walked over the road and changed in the bar, which would soon be renamed ‘Deano’s Bar’. Dosser decided this would be a good moment to calm me down.


‘As soon as you walk out of that door your heart will be beating out of your chest,’ he said, pulling my face close to his. ‘Fifteen thousand people will be screaming out there. All you need to know is that we are Leicester. We are Leicester. WE ARE LEICESTER.’


Far from calming me down, all this had the reverse effect. Then came his pièce de résistance.


‘You need to remember three things,’ he went on. ‘One – tackle.’


I thought, ‘Right, got that, what’s two? Don’t give penalties away? Stay low? Put your body on the line?’


‘Two – tackle.’


Now I was really struggling to imagine what his third point would be.


‘Three – tackle.’


Midway through the first half I received the ball from John Liley, looked up and saw that Rory and I were against only Iwan Tukalo. Now Tukalo was a 37 cap former Scottish international winger but Rory was waving his arms and shouting, ‘Go, go,’ so I went and managed to outsprint Tukalo to the line. In the second half I scored another try from a long way out. Leicester hammered Boroughmuir, we went on to win the tournament, and I felt on top of the world.


As we walked off the pitch, Rory came up to me and said, ‘So, you’re the one.’


It was immediately after this performance that I was offered my first professional contract with Leicester. Peter Wheeler, the former Tigers and England hooker who was, and still is, the club’s chief executive, sent me the details. They would help me through a business-studies course at the De Montfort University in Leicester and I would receive £6,000 a year. I was to meet him to iron out the finer details.


My dad decided that this was the moment when his boy should become a man. He gave me a pep talk about how to negotiate with Wheeler, and added that I must not let him walk all over me. I was nervous but determined. I had twenty points to discuss with Wheeler, and I bloody well would not leave until I had my way.


Half an hour later I finished the meeting feeling that we’d had a good chat and that I’d contributed greatly to the discussions. Out of the twenty extra requirements I sought I managed to succeed with exactly none of them. It was one of Peter’s many strengths that he could appear very nice while having it all his own way at the same time.


Dad wasn’t too impressed with my efforts. We decided that he should be my agent for a while, although as his name is also Lewis Moody, he came up with the pseudonym Ken Basil – his father’s two Christian names in reverse. It was genius, of course, until he turned up at the club representing me and everyone pointed out that he was, in fact, my father! In all the years he represented me, he never took a penny off his son nor the club. It was through him that I eventually discovered my own worth ethic.


It would be a while before I made my first start for Leicester in a Premiership match. I sat on the bench for the first five games of the season and never made it on to the field at all. At last my chance came, away to Orrell. It was September 1996 and for reasons that will become obvious Darren Garforth, the tighthead prop who would shortly win the first of 25 caps for England, comes to mind.


Garf was part of the famous ‘ABC’ club that formed the Leicester front row when the Tigers wore letters, not numbers, on their backs. Wig (Graham Rowntree) and Cockers (Richard Cockerill) wore A and B respectively.


I was still, to all intents and purposes, a schoolboy who had suddenly been transported into a man’s world. I was also terrified as I found a spot in the away dressing room at Orrell and began to change, thinking about how I was going to tackle Orrell’s Frano Botica, the New Zealand rugby league and union legend. What didn’t help was the sight of Garf, completely naked, lying on a plinth, asking the physio to stretch his back by pushing his legs down on to his chest. From where I was sitting all I could see were two large bollocks flapping around. It was a hideous and strange introduction to pre-game shenanigans with the Tigers.


The thing you needed to know about Garf is that when the team were brought together in a huddle in the changing room just before running out on to the pitch, you avoided standing opposite him at all costs. Anything that stood on the floor in front of Garf or in the middle of the huddle – be it a ball, a kitbag or a bucket – would be kicked with all the might of an angry, dangerous scaffolder cum prop. Whoever stood opposite would invariably end up with a bucket smashing against their knackers. I recall standing there wondering whether it would be a good moment to laugh. ‘Probably not,’ I reasoned which, for once, was a good call.


The game was not going too well. During a break in play, the captain, Martin Johnson, pulled the forwards together. There had been too much turning over of the ball, and the man who would end the season captaining the British and Irish Lions to victory in South Africa had had enough. ‘Ball control’s imperative here,’ he ordered.


A few minutes later I grabbed the ball in space, knowing that Johnno was right behind me. As I got half-tackled, I flipped the ball behind me with the back of my hand and watched it rebound off Johnno’s forehead. For a fleeting moment I actually believed that the legend that was Johnno would be impressed by the flip of my hand. He wasn’t. Instead, while play continued around us, he grabbed me by the collar of my jersey and bellowed, ‘I fucking told you to keep hold of the fucking ball!’


We stopped at a pub on the way back on the team bus and drank a bucket load of cider. As an 18 year old I wasn’t the best drinker and soon found myself making my way from the front of the bus, where the juniors always sat, to the toilet, where I managed to throw up in the sink. By the time Stuart Potter had made his way down from the back of the bus, the vehicle had lurched around so much that my vomit had covered pretty much all of the toilet. My head was in my arms, lying flat on a table, but from the corner of my eye I witnessed Potter, who was a legendary drinker, take one look at the obliterated toilet and launch a projectile vomit from outside the loo inwards. It was a memorable way to end an eventful day. At the age of 18 years and 74 days, I was the youngest player ever to feature for the first team. Ollie Smith would break my record a few years later, then Ben Youngs and George Ford, but the man whose record I took was a certain Martin Johnson!


That season, in total, I played no more than half a dozen times for the firsts, including the game against Harlequins when I tackled Will Carling. For much of the time I was either a sub or played for the seconds. But my first season at the Tigers was a massive eye-opener, especially when it came to the intensity of training. The Leicester training mantra was a simple one: ‘Train as you intend to play.’ This is why the Tigers training sessions became infamous throughout the game, mainly for the fights that occurred.


Barely a session took place without a flare-up, and it was rarely ever handbags. Ridiculously, it often happened during touch rugby rather than the contact training games we staged. Everyone would stop, stand around and watch until the fight came to its natural end.
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