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DEDICATION


This dedication is a little out of the ordinary in as much as the list is rather long. There are many people who have made winning the World Cup in 2003 possible. So, with my sincerest gratitude, I would like to dedicate this book to:


First and foremost, my family: Jayne, Jess, Joe and Freddie. My love and extra special thanks for all of your love and support. I would also like to thank family and friends for caring for my family in my absence.


The England World Cup Management Team: Andy Robinson, Phil Larder, Phil Keith-Roach, Dave Reddin, Dave Alred, Simon Hardy, Tony Biscombe, Simon Kemp, Sherylle Calder, Louise Ramsay, Richard Wegrzyk, Barney Kenny, Phil Pask, Dave Tennison, Steve Lander, Richard Smith, Dave Campbell and Richard Prescott – we have been on an incredible journey together. You have been fantastic in every way.


The elite rugby players in the World Cup squad: Martin Johnson, Ben Kay, Ben Cohen, Jason Leonard, Joe Worsley, Dan Luger, Paul Grayson, Danny Grewcock, Kyran Bracken, Mike Tindall, Matt Dawson, Stuart Abbott, Lawrence Dallaglio, Martin Corry, Jonny Wilkinson, Iain Balshaw, Neil Back, Trevor Woodman, Lewis Moody, Julian White, Dorian West, Mark Regan, Andy Gomarsall, Will Greenwood, Josh Lewsey, Phil Vickery, Steve Thompson, Richard Hill, Jason Robinson, Mike Catt and Simon Shaw. Add to these those players that have also contributed to the success of the squad – you have collectively risen to the challenge set before you by each of the coaching team. You should all, rightly so, be proud of what you have achieved through your dedication and hard work. What has impressed me the most, however, was the high level of standards you adhered to under intense pressure.


All those people who have worked with us over the last seven years – in the RFU, in our corporate sponsor companies, and in the Zurich Premiership clubs around the country, thank you for getting behind us when we needed it most.


And finally, the millions of rugby supporters, club members and sports fans, simply thank you for your support.


Special Acknowledgements


I would like to thank the team at Hodder and Stoughton for their great assistance in producing this book. My publisher Roddy Bloomfield for his great patience and trust, James Hughes for his invaluable help reviewing the 80+ matches in my England career, Maggie Body for her copy editing, John Griffiths for compiling the match statistics and Bob Vickers for his page layout and design.


I wish to acknowledge and thank Fletcher Potanin from Solutions Press Business Publishing in Australia. Writing this book with his assistance has been a great pleasure. Fletcher, now living in Australia with his family, is originally from the USA. He came to this story with no preconceived notions of the tradition of England rugby or of the game in general. As such we were able to give the rise of England’s success a new perspective. He is a businessman specialising in the transformation of company cultures and the development of specialised business systems.


Jayne has also spent countless hours in helping me write this book. Thank you, Betsy.




A SPECIAL NOTE


This book covers four decades; it is primarily about the two careers of my life that ran side by side until 1997. From then, it’s a story about the transformation of an international team into world champions.


Highly sensitive, competitive information about the work of the England coaches is just that and not for publishing; so, too, the intimate details of players and their experiences with England. This is not a book about gossip, for which I make no apologies.


Since this book covers many years over the course of my life and an intense seven-year period with England, I have tried to record the people, places and events as best I can recollect. I apologise in advance for any inadvertent error on my part or if I have forgotten to mention anyone specifically.


I have tried to write a book that reflects where my ideas have originated and to include key events and people who have been integral to the success of the team. This in turn should explain how and why we won the World Cup in November 2003.




PRELUDE: WINNING! DOESN’T HAPPEN IN A STRAIGHT LINE


Martin Johnson has it. He drives. There’s thirty-five seconds to go. This is the one … It’s coming back for Jonny Wilkinson … He drops for World Cup glory … It’s up … It’s over! He’s done it! Jonny Wilkinson is England’s hero yet again. And there’s no time for Australia to come back. England have just won the World Cup … – Ian Robertson, BBC Radio Five Live 22 Nov. 2003.


In that one moment, everything came together for England rugby. Our six-year campaign of vast change, great learning, team bonding and incredible vision by many people was completed with a fairytale ending. You couldn’t have scripted it any better – Martin Johnson driving up the pitch towards the goal posts, leading the England team brilliantly in the most critical moment of his career, Matt Dawson at scrum half controlling the ball and the game as always, firing back to Jonny Wilkinson for the drop kick he’d been practising relentlessly for a decade in preparation for that one moment. Combine that with the extraordinary effort of the other twelve men on the pitch, the seven on the bench and the nine players in the squad who weren’t selected to play in the World Cup final in Sydney – they worked just as hard, if not harder, during the tournament than those who were fortunate enough to be selected – combine their efforts with the eighteen management and support team on tour, and what you have is a group of thoughtful, committed individuals who have, without a doubt, changed the world of international rugby.


Until this team came together, England rugby hadn’t managed to string together more than three wins in a row against any southern-hemisphere rugby team for more than a hundred years. Our victory in Sydney was the first win for England in a major sporting event since the 1966 Football World Cup. I’m told that on the Saturday morning when the final was telecast live in England, the Automobile Association reported an additional 10,000,000 cars were off the road than otherwise would have been. The celebrations since our return have been massive, more than anyone involved with the team expected. Clearly something has happened. In a nation starved of sporting success, it seems winning the Rugby World Cup has inspired a nation.


It has been a magic time for England rugby, but it wasn’t always this way. Not long ago our sport was clearly behind on the world stage.


Transformation


England rugby has undergone a massive transformation. In the last decade one of the largest amateur sports the world has ever known made the transition to a professional game. Here in England, more than anywhere else, the game has been through an immense period of adjustment moving into this new era. This change has been felt at the grass roots level of the game, the club level, and right through to the organisational level of the RFU, or Rugby Football Union. Without this period of growth and adjustment at all levels of the game, it simply would not have been possible to build the infrastructure essential to achieving the victory which we have all dreamed of for so long. Consequently, winning in Sydney was the culmination of a huge effort by ultimately thousands of people who pioneered this period of change in our sport. Without it our success would not have been possible.


The whole of England rugby has travelled a long hard road in the last decade, resulting in the glory of England’s victory, but nowhere has that change been more pronounced than in the elite England international set-up since 1997. The England camp of today is so vastly different to just seven years ago that it is almost beyond comparison. In 1997 the RFU selected me as the first full-time professional head coach in England’s history. Little did anyone know the whirlwind of events which that appointment would set in motion, least of all me. We practically started from scratch in building the coaching systems and processes that would eventually lead us to the 2003 World Cup. The England set-up has grown into a comprehensive professional coaching and management team, and we have travelled an incredible journey from the bottom of international rugby right to the top as World Cup champions.


Winning!


Our success has not been a continual series of victories. We have had a number of devastating setbacks; how these are handled is the mark of a great team. When you read about them, you might agree to a certain extent that it is a minor miracle England rugby has managed to produce a winning side at all. It has been against all odds, but winning does not happen in a straight line. Through trials and tribulations, great victories and stunning defeats, the elite England team of coaches, management and players has stuck together to pursue our vision of arriving at the World Cup as the world number one ranked team, the odds-on favourite to win the tournament, and the best-prepared England rugby team ever to step onto the pitch.


This is also the story of my personal journey in the pursuit of winning in sport. From the time I first felt the passion sport could bring to my life, through a series of frustrating personal obstacles, to my international playing career, success in business and beyond. In my life I have always been searching for a fleeting and elusive sensation that is best described as ‘winning’, but in a different way from what most people understand. Playing rugby, both at club level and at international level, I learnt that you can win and yet feel like you’ve played the worst game of your life. You can lose but feel like you’ve played the best rugby of your life. It is clear there is more to winning than just putting points on the scoreboard.


Rare, even for the best elite teams, is the combination of playing flawlessly as individuals, fluidly as a team, and winning convincingly. But when you do, it’s as deeply meaningful and satisfying as any sensation in the world. This is the higher ideal which true sportspeople dream about. This is Winning! It’s about thinking of performance at the highest level, being the best and most prepared, getting more from the human body and human synergy than anyone else. Our victory has been a testament to the fact that in the year of the World Cup, our organisation worked better to achieve these aims than any other in international rugby.


So my story is as much a journey to discover what winning meant to me as a challenge to find out how to win in the new modern professional rugby environment. Not surprisingly, I would discover that in any team Winning! is only possible when everyone in the organisation is working well as a team, the leaders are offering strong guidance and inspiration by example, and the team is fully supported in its endeavours by its management, sponsors and fans. But, interestingly, some of my greatest insights into winning have not come from sport.


Business and sport


It’s no secret that the business world has always had a fascination with sport; but having been involved in both business and rugby in England at the highest level, my mindset was and is totally different. I felt sport should have a huge fascination with business. When I started as coach, I was determined to run the England rugby team like a business, so over the years I’ve canvassed hundreds of sources for new business techniques in line with all my experiences in the corporate and small-business world. In finding what would work best for England rugby, I have brought together hundreds of business concepts in a totally new way. After many years in business and coaching, I’ve found that the principles that apply to coaching successfully also apply to business. Consequently the story of how we built a world-class team is also an account of all the business ideas that we have brought to our sporting set-up, for it is our off-the-pitch systems and processes that have created the environment of preparation for our country’s best players to be victorious in Sydney.


In business, British companies are among the most successful in the world. It has always intrigued me why British national sporting teams seem incapable of winning. In so many areas we are leaders in setting world standards. In the arts and sciences, in business and banking, in the military, even in the invention and proliferation of sports like rugby, the English have proved successful.


So why, if we can win in those areas, can’t we win in the sporting arena? I think it has to do with a very strong prevailing culture of ‘participation’ in our sporting history. It’s something I encountered to my frustration in my youth, and I continued to struggle with it right into my international rugby career. This overwhelming emphasis on playing sport for the sake of ‘how you play the game’ was completely at odds with the way I am. I wanted to compete. I wanted to be the best. I wanted to win. My life in sport seems to have been a fight against the prevailing culture of participation in favour of winning.


The Corinthian spirit


It appears not to be a new struggle. Sportsmen in England have been aware of it for quite a few decades. Recently I picked up a book, the cherished family heirloom of a friend of mine, titled Theory of Modern Rugby and written in 1930 by I.M.B. Stuart, an assistant master at Harrow School. The book’s Introduction gave me considerable insight into the very reason why England has not been winning at sport on an international stage.




We have taught the world games, we have taught the world the true spirit in which to play those games, and if we no longer hold pride of place as players of the game, it matters nothing so long as we Britishers always continue to be looked up to as the truest ‘players of the game’ in the world. That is our greatest heritage, and one that I trust will be regarded as our most closely guarded possession – that the prize counts for nothing in comparison with the spirit in which it is struggled for. In other words, that the ‘Spirit of the game’ is the prize.


We wonder why it is that other countries can defeat us at most sports, and the answer is to be found, not in that they are physically more endowed than we are, but that they have the temperament to practise doggedly their weakness, and endeavour to improve before they proceed any further. The Englishman, on the other hand, refuses to identify his weakness and practise assiduously to correct it. For this reason, the average Rugby footballer cannot place-kick. He refuses to practise, what he calls ‘drudge work’, except just now and then.





When I read that last part, I thought how fitting that it was the golden boot of Jonny Wilkinson that kicked us to victory. That winning drop kick was the centre point of a strategy that we’d practised over and over again; Jonny performed the assigned task that he’d practised thousands of hours to accomplish. His story is the exact opposite of the Corinthian spirit that has seemed to form the prevailing culture of English sport for centuries. In a highly competitive environment, in the elite sporting environment of international rugby, that spirit of ‘participation’ has had a disastrous effect over many decades of elite competitive rugby. It is only through the incredible effort of a select few individuals, motivated by a stronger competitive force, that we have managed to stem the tide and change the course of England’s sporting history.


I cannot begin to explain the feelings of gratitude that I have for the coaches and the rest of the management team and the players, brilliantly headed by Martin Johnson. It has been my intention in writing this book to try and set down the actions and course of events that this group of people and I have undergone in bringing the World Cup home. This is the story of England’s rise to the top of the rugby world. A story of hard work, ingenuity, intense preparation … and perhaps even destiny.
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MY FIRST DAY ON THE JOB


I really enjoy the drive into Twickenham. Crossing the bridge over the Whitton rail line on the A316, I catch a glimpse of it over the rooftops and through the oak trees. A change comes over me. I can feel myself breathing just that little bit harder. The internationally famous cauldron materialises in front of me as I drive past Harlequins where my senior rugby career started all those years ago.


It’s not a match day so the place is empty, but even in its apparent silence Twickenham hums with energy. It is a truly awesome ground – the home of England rugby. Little did I know that this home would soon become a fortress.


As a player, this place filled me with pride and brought out my best. Just walking onto the pitch in 1980 with the English Rose on my chest, I felt physically larger, stronger. Here I am, seventeen years later. I wonder will it be the same? I’m the England coach now. Will I feel the same raw anticipation and excitement?


Driving around the massive stadium to the administration building, I’m struck by the heritage of this great institution. Some 130 years of history and expectations leave a legacy. In my head I hear the chattering voices of a long line of coaches who have come before me. ‘Do you think he has it?’ I hear them ask. ‘Is he up to the job?’ ‘Is he the man to lead us to victory?’


Pulling into the car park, I am about to find out.


All the numbered spaces are full, so I turn into the one marked ‘visitor’, gather up my phone and briefcase, and head for the entrance. It is an overcast, muggy September day. The revolving door is still moving as I approach. I wait my turn and push through to the inside.


Dark clouds looming


‘… OK … right you are, then. Bye-bye.’


A cheerful receptionist finishes her call and looks up from her computer screen.


‘Hello. How can I help?’ she asks with a smile.


‘Hi, I’m Clive Woodward.’


‘And you’re here to see …?’ Another smile.


‘I’m here to see Don Rutherford.’


Don is director of rugby for the Rugby Football Union.


‘I wasn’t informed of any visitors. Do you have an appointment?’ she asks, her face turning quizzical.


‘Just one minute, please,’ and before I can say anything she has the phone to her ear.


I tap my pen on the cover of my diary and glance around the reception area. A pot plant in the corner looks like it hasn’t seen genuine sunshine in months, and it’s suffering for it.


‘I have a Mr Woodward in reception for Mr Rutherford. He doesn’t have an appointment.’ Then, after a slight pause, ‘Yes … right … oh, of course. OK, thanks for that.’ She turns, ‘I’m very sorry, Mr Woodward …’


‘Please call me Clive.’


‘Of course, Mr Woodward. Mr Rutherford will be right down to see you. Would you please wait right over there? He will only be a few minutes.’ She points to the chairs directly to her right, next to the plant.


It’s not yet 9 a.m. and I guess this wasn’t the welcome I was expecting from my new employers. Perhaps I was meant to start next Monday? How odd. Sitting on the faded lounge I notice a few rugby magazines that are months out of date. Friday’s paper is draped across the chair opposite. The room is stark and bare. There are no pictures of rugby players to be seen anywhere. Nothing to indicate this is the home of English rugby save the obvious presence of the stadium over my shoulder. I had been into thousands of receptions in my business life. This one would have to rank as one of the least inspiring I’d ever seen.


Lightning strikes


After fifteen minutes, Don Rutherford comes down the stairs into reception. I’d known Don for years. Don had been at the helm of England rugby for more than two decades. He is highly respected by most in the game, including me. I am pleased to see him.


‘Clive. We didn’t expect you. What are you doing here?’


Maybe Don had his wires crossed as well. After all, he had been responsible for finalising my contract.


‘I’m here to start work. Normally I’ll be in by 7 a.m., but it’s only day one, so I thought I’d give you all a bit of time. I’d like to settle into my office, you know, and get things started.’


‘Oh … but you’re the coach. We thought you’d work from home and go out to the players and the clubs. What do you need an office for?’


Clunk. The penny dropped. After seventeen years in business I thought I was a pretty sharp negotiator, only to suddenly realise I had completely forgotten to discuss the most obvious of necessities in my contract, an office and a phone.


‘Don, I’m the full-time coach now. I need to work from an office at Twickenham, not at home. Could I meet my secretary and we’ll sort out the office later?’


‘A secretary? What for? Your place is out on the pitch with the players. Why would you need a secretary?’


Looking back, I realise Don wasn’t being deliberately difficult. He was in uncharted territory. I was the first professional coach in the RFU’s history. For example, the previous coach, Jack Rowell, had several businesses to run while doing the job, and so needed a hands-on director like Don just to get the job done. It was the way things had been run for decades, perhaps forever. I was now the first professional coach, and clearly I was being employed to get results with none of the excuses of the amateur era.


‘I’ve come here to do a job, Don. Most mornings except match days I’ll be here to work. To start I’ll need an office, phone, a computer and a secretary …’


‘But we don’t have an office prepared for you,’ Don says.


 ‘Then I’ll just start work here in reception until one is ready. I have a mobile phone and several calls to make. Let’s just stop all this and get on with it.’


‘OK, wait here and I’ll see what I can do.’


I turn, plant myself in the chair and open my briefcase on the coffee table while Don walks back up the stairs. The receptionist, who at first pretended not to listen, is staring at me aghast.


‘Looks like I’ll be sharing your reception for a while! What’s your name?’


‘Emily,’ she replies.


‘Hi, Emily. Nice to meet you. Can I get you a coffee?’ I say in return, starting to see the amusing side of the situation. Honestly, I was looking around to see if Jeremy Beadle or the Candid Camera guys were about to leap out from behind the flower pot.


Getting on with the job


I pick up the mobile and call Fran Cotton, who had been the key figure in securing my appointment.


‘Fran, it’s Clive. I knew this job was going to be tough, but it just got tougher and its only 9.30 a.m. on day one!’


Fran Cotton and I go back a long way. We first met playing for England in 1980. Fran was at the pinnacle of his career, a hero of his time and still one to me and many others, while I was just starting out as the youngest member of the team, enjoying every moment. In one area we definitely saw eye-to-eye right from the start. We both believed the England rugby team had the potential to be the best in the world. For the last year Fran had been working to that end as a member of the management board of the RFU, his remit largely covering the wellbeing of the international team.


‘That’s right,’ I say after explaining the situation. ‘We forgot to put an office in the contract.’ The whole situation really was highly amusing. He, like me, saw the funny side of the problem. ‘As we speak I think someone’s trying to find me one. Could be ages.’


The tornado hits


That afternoon a space was cobbled together for me. It was actually just a desk in the middle of the open-plan office on the northern end of the second floor. I think they might have found someone away on holiday and thrown all their possessions into a box. It was several months and numerous internal committee meetings before I eventually got my own office. Quite simply there was no space. They were totally unprepared to have a coach in the building. A secretary was eventually allocated to me whom I shared with two other people. Fully understanding the importance of a top secretary, this was not a great start and still to this day I cannot believe I overlooked it in my negotiations. It wasn’t ideal, but it would have to do.


I now realise I must have been a tornado on a quiet autumn day. I never set out to deliberately shake things up, but I already believed I knew what it would take to build the world’s best rugby team and it wasn’t the old way of doing things. We would not achieve the results we all dreamed of with the same old level of thinking. If our goal was not just to win in Europe, which we had done in the past, but to win on the world stage, then we had to start doing things totally differently.


Rugby union had been an amateur sport in England, managed almost entirely by volunteers, for more than a hundred years. Now, as the first professional coach, I reported directly to a council of fifty-seven members who were all amateur officials and unpaid for their efforts. They in turn ran the game through the management board which represented them and also included some full-time professional staff. While there was a director of rugby who worked closely with the chairman of the management board, the RFU effectively had no full-time executive officer responsible for running the organisation. The board had been searching for twelve months, but had been unable to decide on the right person for the job. It was nearly another year after my appointment before the position would finally be filled. Imagine a business with revenues in the tens of millions of pounds that effectively had no full-time leader.


It was a huge organisation with a volunteer mentality, but the game had turned professional and a new era was upon us. The pressures of cultural change were mounting, and I was only the beginning. Unfortunately, some lost sight of what we were trying to achieve and hung on to the old ways too tightly. I’m sure they experienced great pain during that period, perhaps believing that the values and ideals they held so dear were being trampled by commercial interests and the onset of professionalism.


I’d like to take this opportunity to apologise to all those upon whose toes I stepped in my haste to get the job done in those very early days. Thank you for your decades of faithful stewardship of this great game. I hope that in time, and with our recent success for England rugby, you will see that we have protected those values and ideals, and that they prosper in the current England set-up just as strongly, and possibly more strongly, than in the amateur era.


I owe particular gratitude to Don Rutherford, director of rugby. Don was a leading figure in English rugby and had devoted his entire life to its care. Don had taken the game to a new level, but if we were serious about our quest to be the best in the world – and that was now my main reason for getting up in the morning – it was my job to question everything to do with playing and coaching England and to try and move it to a level that no one thought possible – an elite level.


England won the World Cup six years later because we had an outstanding group of players and for the first time in our history, compared to all our opponents, we had the most intense preparation, the most exhaustive analysis, and the strongest process for nurturing a powerful team spirit both on and off the pitch. Most importantly, we had a strong, dynamic organisational culture that fully supported our new approach. Without it, our systems would have been built on a foundation of sand and wouldn’t have weathered the mildest of storms. My first few years as coach of the England team were a tumultuous battle between old and new, radical versus conventional.


That confrontation of beliefs was pivotal to our success. By having to fight so hard for even the smallest of changes, we were forced to question, scrutinise and vigorously defend everything we did. Although seemingly not helpful at the time, it actually was the greatest catalyst for innovation we could have had.


Now it’s easy to see how it all so innocently began. I can’t believe I didn’t see it coming. To understand why old and new quickly squared off so resolutely against each other, you have to hear how I came to be in the job in the first place.
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ANSWERING THE CALL


The summer of 1997 was the quiet before the storm. Life was good, I had three great kids – Jessica 11, Joseph 9 and Freddie 2 – my lovely wife Jayne, a successful leasing business, and a six handicap in golf, a game I was starting to take very seriously with a view to getting to scratch. I had just completed a great run as a coach, guiding two rugby club sides, Henley and London Irish, to the top of their respective tables, and I now had a part-time professional coaching role which allowed me to continue running my business while working with Andy Robinson at Bath where the team was really coming together. Andy and I had also been coaching the England Under-21 side together for a couple of seasons.


And yet I still felt something was missing. That’s why I’ll never forget the phone call that was to change my life. I was in my office in Stubbings House, a lovely old building just outside Maidenhead.


‘Clive, it’s Don Rutherford,’ the distinctive voice said. ‘Your name has come up as a possible candidate for England coach …’


I listened very attentively, saying nothing but taking in the somewhat extraordinary news.


‘You’re an outside chance, but a few members of the management board want to take a look at you. Firstly, would you be interested?’


‘Thanks for the call, Don. Of course I’m interested. It’s a huge opportunity …’


‘The board is meeting tonight. Why don’t I come round afterwards so we can discuss this further and I can update you on what they are thinking? Where exactly do you live?’


I told him. We set a time and hung up.


After the call I sat there with my brain really ticking over, a million and one questions going through my head at once. Did I want it? Could I make a difference? If I didn’t do it, who would? How could I do it and run my business at the same time? Then again, when someone offers you the chance to coach your country at your sport, how could you ever say no? My mind exploded into all the areas I could change and improve. I knew then that if Don offered me the job it would be an interesting time ahead for England rugby, to put it mildly. For as long as I could remember I’d had huge issues with the way England were playing and being coached. This was an opportunity for me to put my money where my mouth was.


Then again, what was I thinking? Of course I was only an outside choice, recalling Don’s words. I’d had a relatively short, albeit successful, coaching career – as an amateur coach. Rugby had just gone professional. This was the job surely every coach wanted, and there were a dozen highly qualified, full-time professional coaches who had many more years of experience than I. They were all highly traditional, trustworthy, and safe and had strong ties with the RFU. I was completely different in my coaching style, off the wall to some. Almost everything I did seemed to ruffle feathers. I had little chance, or did I?


My obsessions


I’m passionate about four things in life: first my family, second my business, third rugby and lastly sport in general – especially football where I still vividly recall the success of England in 1966. Interesting, considering I was just ten at the time.


Family, business, rugby, sport – in that order. That’s my life. Nothing outside of those four things rates a mention. Jayne says I’m totally obsessive. She is probably right but it’s just me.


Obviously a high-profile position such as England coach would be demanding and would impact upon my family and my business. This wasn’t a decision I could make alone. I left work early that day. I wondered what Jayne would think.


The sacrifices the family would have to make for me to do this job successfully would be huge. I was certain that the upside to me doing this job would far outweigh the downside, but I knew there would be times, especially if things were not going well on the pitch, that this philosophy would be hard to maintain.


Indeed there have been many incidents over the last few years when I or the team have come in for huge and scathing criticism, and it has helped that the family has known how to deal with it. The best example would be only a few months after taking the job. I was taking Jess to swimming lessons early one Sunday morning. She was twelve years old and had just started school at Queen Anne’s in Caversham. England had played five games under my leadership and we didn’t have a great record! I had Radio Five on when suddenly Will Carling came on the radio live from his home stating that the RFU had made a huge mistake and demanding that I should be sacked. I decided to leave the radio on, thinking that this was all part of it. When Carling finally finished his tirade of abuse I turned it off and was just about to have a grown-up conversation with my darling twelve-year-old. She would have to learn how to handle these sorts of comments.


That’s when she blurted out, ‘Dad, don’t listen to a word people like him say … anyone with half a brain knows where he is coming from.’ Jess, of course, was very loyal to her dad, but hers was an understanding way beyond her years.


There would be downsides to this job, but I believed talking everything through and explaining situations as they came up would really help Jess and Joe to have a balanced perspective on this part of their life, and we’ve done the same with Freddie as he has grown up. Importantly, we always try to see the amusing side of things, even in times of crisis.


I knew, driving home to Jayne that afternoon, that doing this job would mean that my family too would have to learn how to handle the good times and the bad.


Jayne understands me better than anyone. We both married other people as soon as we left university. Both marriages ended within a comparatively short space of time without either of us having children, so when the time came Jayne and I made a fresh start together. We have been together for more than twenty years. Jayne has supported me in everything I’ve done; without her it might not have happened. I think Jayne should write a book, actually – How to Survive and Flourish while Living with an Obsessive Sportsman. It would make fascinating reading. Going home that evening I knew she would completely understand what it would take to do this job.


‘What are you doing home so early?’ she asked.


‘Just need to talk to you about something. Would you like a cup of tea?’ I could tell she was worried. This was unusual behaviour for me – I never came home early!


 ‘Don Rutherford called me this afternoon. Look, it’s probably nothing, but …’


 ‘What a fantastic opportunity!’ she said with a smile before I could completely finish.


Like everyone else, Jayne had been following the drama of who would be the next coach. She knew I would love a chance at this job and would be really frustrated if I couldn’t at least have a crack at putting my case forward. I knew I could do the job and wanted to make a real difference and yet, because I had a business career and had not moved into professional coaching at club level, I assumed they were not even thinking of me. The whole process of how the appointment was being made had caused me to be even more disillusioned with the RFU than ever before. They had been considering all sorts of coaches outside of the RFU, including non-English people, when I felt they had potentially the best candidates right here in this country


Only a few months earlier, while in Australia coaching the Under-21s, I had shared a cup of tea with Don Rutherford and he too asked me my opinion on the three leading candidates for the job. So it was clear I wasn’t on his list of top choices. Whereas I was in business, it seemed that everyone else who had moved into full-time professional coaching had come from an education background. It might have been relatively easy for them to move into full-time coaching as the remuneration was usually slightly better. However, I simply could not afford to go from the business world into full-time coaching on the same terms. Furthermore, this position would be decided behind closed doors. The job was not advertised, and they weren’t using any form of professional head-hunter, hence there was no formal method of applying for the job, so how could they possibly have known I was interested? To me the whole process was a shambles, and accurately reflected how totally unprepared the RFU were for the professional game. Even the process of selecting a head coach had become a cause of amusement and ridicule by many in the media.


Resolution: this time it will be different


Whilst talking to Jayne our conversation soon turned to what would happen in the unlikely event I was selected for the position. Tentatively we talked through what it would mean: early mornings, late nights, games on weekends, months away on tour each year … all part and parcel of high-pressure, high-stakes international rugby. I could see reality sinking in. Jayne was no stranger to my hours of work. She was used to me running my business as she worked in it with me and understood the commitment of coaching rugby at the same time – not to mention the golf – so it was really not too different from how my business life ran anyway. But this job came with a lot of extra baggage, one major issue being intense media scrutiny.


‘But what are we talking about?’ I said. ‘It’s an outside chance and will probably never come to that.’


‘You must really go for it, Clive. If you don’t, you’ll always regret it. The important question is, if you can’t do it on your terms, then is there any point in you doing it?’


It was a key point.


Up until now, I had been successful as a coach in club rugby when I had done things completely my way. When faced with an obstacle, I generally managed to sidestep it by thinking on my feet rather than confronting it head on. My approach frustrated some people, but in that regard I never really tried to work within the traditional coaching framework. I was fortunate that my business could heavily subsidise my desire to coach rugby successfully. There was nothing new in this – this was the amateur way. It was my way of putting something back into the game, just as thousands of others had done and many still do in the amateur areas of the game. Sometimes this was a simple matter like training kit and equipment for the team, other times I had used my financial resources to bring top players to my club where we otherwise had no way of attracting them. I never broke any rules, but thinking creatively had often given us the winning edge.


Personally I couldn’t think of a better way to invest my money. But it meant that my business had been strained financially by my rugby passion. Not only that, I also spent a lot of working hours coaching rugby, and I was always thinking about the game on the weekend so my focus at work wasn’t quite what it used to be. It’s a wonder Jayne supported me at all. I did pay handsomely for the thrill of a few rugby matches. But what choice did I have? It was a bizarre turn-around, but winning in rugby had become even more important to me than further success in my business, and I would do anything in my power to achieve it, even if it meant using my own resources. Luckily I had good people around me. Ann Heaver, who joined the business shortly after I set it up in 1990, was practically running the company, while Jayne was working full-time on the administration side. The business was still prospering, so we didn’t suffer too greatly, but it was a poignant lesson. In order to be successful in coaching, I would freely give of my time and of my business’s resources to achieve my aims.


But where that might have been possible in amateur club rugby, coaching England at the international level was a different scenario. The game was now professional and the sums involved were huge. Matches at Twickenham could be sold out four times over from the massive public interest, and that’s even with the three new stands that had just been completed which took the capacity of the stadium to 75,000. Many more millions were estimated to watch the games on TV. If I wanted to coach my way, I would have to set out what that meant very clearly from the start. In this case, at least, I was certain the RFU had the resources to do it the right way.


I wandered off into the back garden deep in thought. This situation needed serious consideration and I had a few hours before Don was due to arrive. I do my best thinking either in the golf net or on the putting green at the bottom of the garden. Armed with a flask of tea, BBC Radio 4, my clubs and a dictating machine I can think through just about any problem. The net and putting green are floodlit so I can often be found practising away deep in thought in the middle of the night. That evening, I considered all the aspects of England rugby that needed changing for success at the international level, gleaned both from my recent coaching experience and from my distant playing days. I knew then that if I could set it up correctly, if I could manage the elite squad like a business, I would have the opportunity to lead England rugby through a period of significant change. It was a massively exciting prospect. That evening the golf net took a real hammering – I really did want this job.


Laying down my terms


Don did come to our house that night as planned. I had been thinking about various different scenarios of conversation most of the day. What was he going to say?


It really was a very polite conversation but not terribly long. Don had been authorised by the management board to offer me the full-time position of coach. This was the good news! At the same time it was very surprising news. Based on our conversation earlier in the day, I thought Don was calling in just to discuss the job. However, the board had made their decision that evening and Don had been instructed to come and see me to finalise the details.


The bad news came when we started to talk about remuneration. I really wanted to do this job; I was so excited at the prospect and the challenge that my head was buzzing. Even though my business was successful I had realised that I couldn’t allow it to support me if I did this job, and I wanted to do it properly which would mean leaving others in the business to run it without me. My not being there was going to be difficult enough, let alone expecting them to continue to support me as well!


The professional era had allowed a small breakthrough for the need to balance coaching with the business. I had negotiated with Bath RFC to pay me sufficient to work with them part-time and still be able to run my business. The first time I had been able to offset my lack of time in the business with any income.


The bad news – we were way off in what I could accept in order to leave the business to coach the England side. As Don left that night I really felt crestfallen. I so wanted this opportunity but had responsibilities to my family and the people who worked for me. I thought that would be that and didn’t sleep too well.


That takes care of that


Honestly, when Don walked out my door I fully expected never to hear of the matter again. I even assured Jayne that there was no possible way it would happen, and as good as promised her that our lives would not be turned upside down. The other area that had proved difficult was that I wanted the chance to do this job my way and to report to the board directly. When my phone rang next day, I was surprised to hear Fran Cotton.


Fran and I had kept in touch over the years and had enjoyed many casual talks over a pint about rugby and how it was evolving. I also knew that Fran was responsible for pushing my name forward for the coach position, along with Cliff Brittle who was chairman of the management board at the time. It was a courageous choice by both men, so I’m sure they waged a pitched battle with some of the more conservative members of the board over it, although I didn’t know just how close it was at the time.


Fran suggested we met in private to discuss what it would take to get me into the job. As a matter of convenience, we agreed on the National Exhibition Centre near Birmingham, halfway between London and Manchester where he lived and worked.


Fran is a businessman. He and Steve Smith, another player from the 1980 Grand Slam side, built Cotton Traders from a two-man garage start-up to a massive £50 million sports clothing enterprise in just over a decade. He understood the practical implications of business. We talked openly about the realities of taking the job.


‘Leave it with me, Clive. I’ll do my best,’ he assured me.


Still, despite my confidence and trust in Fran, I just did not see how the RFU could possibly come to the financial position that would enable me to do the job properly. Even with Fran’s backing, we were both unsure of the outcome.


When the phone rang once again in mid-September, I was almost shocked to hear Don at the other end of the line.


‘Right, Clive. You’ve got it. They’ve agreed to your terms. You’re the new England coach.’


I couldn’t believe it. I didn’t know what to say. All I could think was, would I have the strength of conviction to carry this through, or would I bottle it? Would I bow to the traditions of English rugby?


I wanted to run this team like a business. Would it work? Would it really work in practice? And that is when reality set in. I would soon find out. We had matches against the Wallabies, the All Blacks and the Springboks at Twickenham, starting in just eight weeks – England’s major competitors on the world stage.


The beginning of a journey


My journey as head coach of England rugby began shortly thereafter with my first day on the job, and a stumble start it was. Some six years later, and after many ups and downs, we would eventually achieve victory at the very top of our sport – the Rugby World Cup. However our path to glory wasn’t an easy one, and it most certainly wasn’t the story you might expect of a nation that had invented the game of rugby and successfully shared it with the rest of the world. Despite that, England hadn’t managed to field a consistently world-beating team in more than a century. Something was obviously not right.


There’s no doubt, looking back, that the one thing I’m most proud of has been creating a new culture in England rugby and a shift in the very mindset of our players and coaching staff. Where once they revered and even feared the southern-hemisphere teams, they now have absolutely no fear of any team. Where the spirit of participation once prevailed, the ideal of winning is now firmly in place. Even more than that, the success of this new culture has energised the spirit of a nation that hadn’t managed to win any significant team sporting challenges for thirty-seven years.


But that of course is jumping ahead.


To understand my story as England head coach, and what has happened to create a team capable of becoming the best in the world, you should first find out why winning became such a priority for me, and how I came to bring together all the tools, resources and experiences I would need to build the elite squad into a World Championship team.


It’s funny when I think about it. But for a peculiar series of events, I might never have been a rugby coach in the first place.
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FRUSTRATED FOOTBALL PLAYER


My life, rugby and sports in general are now so intertwined that it’s hard to tell where one ends or the other begins. But there’s a crucial fact about my career of which most people are unaware – I really never wanted to play rugby in the first place.


I played for England and the British Lions and went on to coach the national side to World Cup glory, but underneath it all I’m just a frustrated football player.


Squadron Leader Ronald Woodward, my father, was a great dad whilst also being a serious military man. Military life is demanding on a family, and ours was no exception. We moved around a lot, so few things remained constant. When I was eleven I found myself stationed at RAF Linton-on-Ouse, just outside Easingwold, North Yorkshire. (Since our World Cup victory the officers’ dining room has been renamed the Sir Clive Woodward Room. Talk about your past catching up with you!)


Like most boys, I was right into my football. It was 1967, and the England football team had only just won the World Cup the year before – football was, and still is, the country’s favourite national sport. I vividly remember the incredible emotion from the very moment when England won at Wembley against West Germany. My father and I were sitting in the living room of our RAF house adjacent to the station’s sports fields, over which the planes landed and took off. It had been a dramatic match, but when the final whistle blew after an action-packed extra time, the emotions coming through the little black-and-white television set were overwhelming. Even my normally staid father was beside himself with joy. I’d never seen him so happy. Running outside after the game I saw everyone out of their houses, hugging and shouting in celebration of the win.


It was my first true experience of the incredible sensation of winning. When the final whistle blew, England had won 4—2, but it was much more than that. That team achieved something that was so perfect, so powerful, that it inspired a nation. It certainly grabbed me. I was hooked. My entire sporting life since then has been a quest to understand and achieve that same ultimate level, that same incredible feeling of success, although it was some time before I realised it.


In the few years since that great victory, football had become my passion. By the age of thirteen, football totally dominated my life. I can still see the faces on the posters of the ’66 legends that papered my bedroom walls. Geoff Hurst who scored the winning goal, Bobby Moore the inspirational captain, Alan Ball the red-headed dynamo and youngest member of the team who played for Everton, and especially Martin Peters who played midfield like me – these were my idols. I never missed a game on the TV, and never went anywhere without a football at my feet, much to the embarrassment of my sister, Linda, seven years my senior. I guess you could say I was nuts about football.


When I was playing football I dreamed of being in Martin Peters’ boots in a thrilling World Cup final. It was said of Martin Peters that he was ten years ahead of his time. I didn’t understand what that meant when I was thirteen, but I clearly understand it now. Whenever and wherever there was a match on, no matter what the age group, I was the first to arrive and the last to leave the pitch, often well after dark. The passing hours went unnoticed.


Linda always knew where to find me when mum sent her looking at tea time. I was completely dedicated to being the best, and I gave everything to it, morning, noon and night. It was the same kind of commitment I now admire so much in Jonny Wilkinson, and have read about in other great athletes such as Tiger Woods.


I was at my best when I had a football at my feet. I could do things other kids couldn’t. It’s hard to describe. I felt connected. It just felt … right. My body worked exactly the way I wanted it to, and it was magic. Absolutely magic.


This is why it was crushing when I realised a plot had been laid to take the beautiful game away from me.


Scouted … and scalped


I was playing above my age group in the Under-15s football team at Easingwold Grammar School. I’d been told that I was being watched by several professional clubs. Selectors from York City were known to scout our games, but word had got around that a scout from Everton, the really big Liverpool club which I loved because of Alan Ball, was coming to see me play on Saturday. In those days it was unusual for a club to look at a thirteen-year-old. There were a very few football academies emerging at the time, but they wouldn’t normally be interested in anyone under sixteen years of age. It was clearly an important occasion for the school, and it was huge news for me. Were my dreams about to come true? The sidelines were unusually crowded with curious onlookers that day. But although my father usually came to every game and was a great supporter, on that day for some reason he didn’t seem overly excited about my great opportunity.


Unknown to me, the headmaster of Easingwold Grammar had arranged a private meeting with my father the week before, while I was practising for the big game.


‘Your son has potential, Squadron Leader Woodward. He’s a smart lad. If he’d only give up his obsession with football or at least get some perspective and apply himself to the academic side of his schooling as well, he could go on to university and make something of himself.’ I’ve imagined that conversation in my head a thousand times.


My father was a pilot trainer and a highly respected officer in the Royal Air Force. He was a really great man, too, who only wanted the best for his family. In that era, only a small handful of young adults gained places at university. It was every parent’s ambition that their children would go through university and take up professional careers – as accountants, lawyers, bankers and the like. My sister had done well in her final year and earned a place at university, much to my father’s delight. The headmaster’s assessment of my academic ability must have been sweet words in my father’s ears.


But my father was also well aware that all I wanted to do was play professional football. Even more than today, football was an adventure not a potential career for a thirteen-year-old. To my father, making good from the sport was a pipedream. His worry was that the chances of making it were very, very small. I later learned that my father had shared his concerns with his Commanding Officer over lunch in the base canteen.


‘You know what you should do, Ron? As part of your officer’s benefits you can send your son to a military boarding school at little cost to yourself.’ Dad’s CO was talking about a system designed for military personnel who were stationed abroad or constantly being posted. I lived at home. But my father had never considered boarding school before.


‘I attended a top school – HMS Conway. I loved my years there. They’re really strong on tradition, and best of all, they’re rugby through and through. Certainly in my day there was no football played there at all.’


HMS Conway was a naval boarding school. Although an Air Force officer, my father was instructing young naval pilots in a small fixed-wing aircraft called the Chipmunk as a precursor to stepping into the Navy’s rotary helicopter programme. Dad was obviously swayed by his CO’s suggestion. He had made a few enquiries during the week and collared me as we walked in the door after the most important day in my young football career.


‘Clive, come into the living room. We have to talk.’ Yes! The scout must have talked to him already. But this wasn’t my dad’s usual way of speaking. This was the military man looking sternly back at me – a side of him I knew existed, but one I had never seen at home before. It was pretty scary, but I couldn’t understand what was happening. The day had been great, really great. Our team had won in a nail-biting finish, and I had played well, the age difference making my performance stand out even more. In the midfield no one could touch me. I just had to have impressed that Everton scout.


‘Clive, your headmaster talked to me this week about your marks. You’re a bright boy, but you’re not applying yourself to your schoolwork. You’ve got a good future ahead of you, university and a career, if only you wouldn’t put all your hopes on that ruddy football.’


‘But, dad, you saw me today …’


 ‘Enough. Forget it,’ he broke in, raising his voice. He didn’t do that often. I really didn’t understand what he was on about.


‘You’ve a very high chance of getting to university, and a very slim chance of making it as a footballer. It is my job to help you make the right choices at this stage of your life. I’ve decided to send you away to a naval boarding school. You’ve got to settle down and make the most of the opportunities available to you. When the new term begins, you’ll be attending HMS Conway. It’s high on discipline, high on the academic side, high on rugby – but you need to understand there will be little football. I have spoken to the headmaster and it seems that rugby is the main game. The first thing you will do is …’


I didn’t hear the rest of what he said. My breath faded away. My world was collapsing. Later that evening the football scout phoned our home. It was a very short conversation with my dad. I felt like my life was at an end. I felt empty, confused and isolated … heavy emotions for a thirteen-year-old to handle. I didn’t give a monkey’s about going to university, I just wanted to play football …


Doing what’s best


Any parent would realise my father was doing what he thought best for me. As a dad, I can now understand it a little more but it was not a decision I would have made. Many would argue he was right. There is a very good chance that I wouldn’t have made it at football. Let’s face it, for every one David Beckham, there are 100,000 or more hopefuls who don’t make it. Many of them are discarded from the academies at seventeen or eighteen with no life skills and no education to fall back on. While there are more opportunities now and academies handle this dilemma better, there are still no guarantees. There were definitely no guarantees for my father back then, but it wasn’t his life. When it is your life, your opportunity, a decision by someone else may be wrong. I just do not think my dad understood. I was good. I just wanted the chance to find out how good.


I would have loved to have been a professional footballer. However, I can’t second guess history too much. I went on to play rugby for my country. Along with a dedicated team of coaches and players, I helped England win the Webb Ellis Trophy, and we stirred the national spirit. I understand my parents can feel justified in their decision but, for me, not knowing how the football would have turned out is something that will always be with me, and something that clearly has had a major affect in developing my character. Jayne says she’s spent most of the last twenty years trying to redress the balance.


I came to realise that the choices we make can affect others in both good and bad ways. If it’s the latter they may come to hold it against you. Whereas if you can help people to achieve something they’ve always wanted to do, something they couldn’t have done otherwise, they’ll never forget you. It’s special. It became a guiding principle for me in my personal approach in managing others.


Naval school


To most, HMS Conway was a great school. But to this day my school days there remain the darkest days of my life. Ask any Conway old boy and he’ll probably tell you of his many fond memories of the place. I’d say it could have been a good school, if only they had allowed me to play football. Without football, it was like a prison, my very own Alcatraz.


The school was located on the island of Anglesey in North Wales in those days, about four hours’ drive from our home in Yorkshire. But it may just as well have been on the moon, it was so removed from what I knew and loved. I’ll always remember the name of the local village, the longest in Wales: Llanfairpwllgwyngyll, called Llanfair (pronounced Clanfare) for short, is itself an abbreviation! The full name runs to fifty-eight letters.


‘Dad, please let me come home. They don’t play football here.’ I pleaded with him by telephone after my first day. ‘They don’t even like football here. If I’m seen with a football the headmaster will go crazy and the older boys will just beat me up. All they’re into is rugby.’ I was vaguely familiar with rugby, having seen an international match on TV when there was nothing else on. Watching it on TV, it seemed a daft game with rules that were hard to follow.


‘Sometimes you’ve just got to get on with it, Clive. It’s character-building,’ was all he would allow.


Get on with it then? Right. So I did just that. At breakfast the next morning I filled my pockets and did a runner! It took me all day, but I walked and hitchhiked my way right across the country. I was a thirteen-year-old on a mission to go back and play football.


My parents were waiting for me at the door when I arrived home. My father grabbed his coat in one hand and my arm in the other. He marched me out to the car and drove me right back the way I had come. I was seeing a side to my father I just did not know was there.


‘Good job you were not Geoff Hurst’s father or the bloody World Cup would be in Munich!’


Silence. Hardly a word was said the whole trip.


A few days later, I ran away again. This time, instead of driving me back, they put me on a train at York back to the nearest town to the school. Bangor, and especially that railway station, quickly became my least favourite place in the world. Still is. A week after that, I made a third break for it. Sooner or later my father would get the message: I was not going to accept this. I was coming home, and I was going to play football.


Unfortunately, it was I who got the message in the end – literally, in the form of a three-foot heavy marine rope with thick knots as hard as steel, not so fondly known as ‘the teaser’ by the other young cadets who were on the receiving end of it. HMS Conway was a tough school and discipline was handed down by the senior cadets. It was embarrassing to the school that I had run away once, let alone three times. The senior cadet captain had copped an earful from our headmaster, Mr Basil Lord, and he wasn’t shy about passing it on. Corporal punishment handed out by eighteen-year-olds was no fun, but worse still this lot had never heard of Bobby Moore! I was trouble, there were consequences, and I didn’t like the attention I was getting, nor did my body. As much as I had a point to prove, survival was first and foremost.


Still, I made one more attempt. My maths teacher, Mr Goodey, was my last chance. He taught only one subject and so didn’t live at the school like the majority of the teachers. Coincidentally, he also coached schoolboy football in nearby Bangor. We’d had a bit of a kick about one afternoon and he was amazed at what I could do with a football. He was so impressed that he even offered to pick me up and drop me off to training so that I could play with his club side.


I’ll never forget the look on Mr Lord’s face when I knocked on his study door that night, asking for one more chance at football. I explained how Mr Goodey had offered to handle everything.


‘How many times do I have to tell you, Woodward …’ His steely expression of muted rage is etched into my mind. ‘If you do not stop all this nonsense I will take the teaser to you as well.’


It was then that I realised I wasn’t going to beat this. If I wanted to survive, I had to play by their rules.


Rugby, if I must


At HMS Conway, you could play any sport you wanted, as long as it was rugby.


They were nuts about it. They even set the school day around it. Classes ran until lunch time, and then from 1 p.m. everyone played rugby. At 4 p.m. we’d all trundle back into school for another two hours of classes. By doing it this way, we could play rugby right through the dark months of winter.


Although small for my age, I could run and I was very quick on my feet. So they did what everyone does with the little kid: they put me in at scrum-half. Sport was what I did best, so I quickly adapted and became so good at rugby that I was made captain of the Under-14s in my first season. It was no big deal. Playing rugby at least I was out of trouble with the senior cadets. Like most boarding schools at that time, if you were good at sport you survived.


I played rugby not because I loved the game, but because I had to. Soon I was better at it than anyone else in my year. Eventually in my later years at Conway I came to like the game but, with hindsight, it was the winning that I enjoyed most. Even then I knew that there was more to sport than just taking part. I played for one reason only, and that was to win.


It was all I had to take from a game I was forced to play against my will, but it was enough to really get me going. My approach to the game was one of a detachment that confounded my team-mates and schoolmasters. I was forever asking questions about why the game had to be played in such a ponderous way. I wasn’t physically large compared with the other boys my age. I couldn’t go through the opposition, so I went around them. I ran with the ball and I was fast. Of course, having a ball in my hands rather than at my feet took some getting used to, but it was a skill I honed over the next five years.


Welsh Schoolboy trials


My first taste of recognition in rugby came in my final year at HMS Conway, and it was a very bitter experience indeed. In their wisdom, the schoolmasters at Conway were not inclined to send their rugby best to the local schoolboy representative trials. If boys were sent to trials, chances were they’d miss the odd school game. Couldn’t have that now, could we?


However, they made an exception with me in sixth form, the only time in five years anyone was allowed to show their rugby skills outside school – not because I was good necessarily but because the school was closing down and had largely adopted a ‘who cares’ attitude. If only that thought had prevailed five years before when I wanted to play football. I had done well in the North Wales trials and so in early February 1974 one of the coaches from the North Wales Schoolboys squad drove me down to Cardiff for a trial match, the annual Possibles vs the Probables – the top thirty boys in the land and I was the only representative from North Wales. I was in the Possibles.


I had grown taller and stronger in the last few years, the staple diet of chip butties had paid off. The selectors were obviously impressed. Near the end of the day the head coach called me over.


‘You, Woodward, where did you really learn to run and play like that?’ he asked in a thick Welsh accent.


‘HMS Conway, sir, on Anglesey,’ I replied after a moment.


‘Yes, I know that. But Conway is a boarding school. Where are you really from, Woodward?’ he returned.


‘From North Yorkshire, sir. Dad’s in the Air Force there.’


‘Are you English then?’ he asked.


 ‘Yes, sir. Why, is that a problem?’


But with that he turned and marched straight back to the other selectors, leaving me quite perplexed as to what had just happened.


It was quietly and carefully explained to me in the car on the way home that boys from the North were rarely selected, and that no English schoolboy had ever been selected for Wales as far as he knew. This kind of not-so-subtle discrimination had been going on for years and was apparently accepted as part of the landscape.


When I finally understood I was truly shocked, in the way only a fresh-faced eighteen-year-old can be. What difference did it make where I was from? I could play rugby, I was qualified to play for the Welsh Schoolboys side because my school was in Wales, so what was the issue?


When I was first capped for England in 1980, a journalist asked about my playing history, particularly why I didn’t play in the Welsh Schoolboys representative team. I lied and said I withdrew because of injury. I just couldn’t tell the truth. It wasn’t something that I wanted to air in public at that time – it’s history now. That was my first brush with discrimination based on country of origin. I had experienced prejudice of sorts at HMS Conway – against football in support of rugby – and if those Welsh selectors were an example of the traditional rugby establishment, they could stick it.


I laugh now when I see players who are invited to play for a country based on the most tenuous strands of nationality through distant relatives, particularly when it’s by the Welsh.


It is strange how you never forget and rarely forgive.


Enforced conformity, discipline


As the days, weeks and months passed during my five years in Wales, my dreams of football glory slowly ebbed and faded. To be truly successful at any sport you need to be obsessive, which with football is quite difficult when you feel your life is at risk if you’re even seen with a round ball! Soon the skills which must be nurtured and honed in these formative years were lost to me forever. I eventually accepted my lot in life and altered my game to suit my new conditions. Some people take to the military school environment of discipline and structure. However I spent my five years flouting authority, resorting to humour and silly antics just to offer a little light relief. Thankfully, once I had proved myself on the pitch, I could get away with it.


At the end of 1974, the year of my A levels, the HMS Conway Naval School was shut down due to shrinking government funding. I can’t say I was sad about it. In fact I was pleased. It was a naval school and was run like a Navy ship. Everything had to be routinely polished and cleaned, and the youngest cadets bore the brunt of the work – my form for many years, as we were the last intake of students to go through. I still have a few old photos of myself at school. I have yet to find one of me smiling!


Boarding schools have changed over the decades, but that place was definitely of the old school. Physical intimidation was part of the culture. Lying in bed at night, I remember the fear of what was to come, because something was bound to happen every night. And it wasn’t like being a day boy where you could cop the abuse and go home to a sanctuary. There was no escape at Conway. We had to be vigilant twenty-four hours a day. It became part of every pupil’s mindset. There was no hiding place.


As I progressed through HMS Conway, the bullying slowly ceased. I took great pleasure in personally disposing of the teaser that I came into contact with so frequently in my first few weeks. In my last year I was deputy cadet captain, but by then the culture had changed entirely. A lot of people in naval uniform loved the sort of discipline we experienced at HMS Conway. They just thought of it as character-building. I learned there is a fine line between character-building and institutionalised bullying. There are certain similarities in both rugby and business. As a coach or manager, you have to be very careful of the line between being tough on your team in order to strengthen them and simply running them into the ground.


I think those five years did influence my character. I learned to make the most of the situations in which I found myself. I also made a commitment to myself that in the future nobody would tell me that I could not do something … unless there was a compelling reason for it. Struggling with the culling of my dreams, that is what moulded my psyche. The physical aspect? That was just a distraction from the real issues at hand.


If my father and mother knew of the things that went on, they would have been horrified. But having seen how I turned out, certainly my parents would argue in support of their decision. It’s a valid argument, but I struggled for many years to understand, and still do. They did the best they could with the information at hand. I know they did it for all the right reasons. I’m grateful I could put this conflict with my parents behind me before my father passed away only a few years ago.


True to his word – A levels and university


To his credit, my father’s belief in my academic potential was warranted.


In sending me to Conway he never did actually divert me from my sporting interests. I still took every opportunity to be distracted from my studies and soon played rugby with intense enthusiasm, although never with the same obsession I had for my football.


Eventually I did manage to sit for my A levels, and even passed with reasonable marks. There was every chance that I’d be accepted by the university of my choice. I decided that all this study would be put to use. I wanted to be a lawyer, and in the summer of 1974 applied to read Law at Durham University. I’m sure my parents were proud. Me, I was just happy to leave the old-school confines of the Isle of Anglesey near the little village of Llanfairpwllgwyngyll – I’ll never get over that name!


Catching the train home after my final term was liberating. The first thing I did after pulling out of Bangor station for the last time was to duck into the toilet and change out of my naval uniform. I’m not sure we were even clear of the station before I was into my Levis and t-shirt, still my favourite dress today. I then grabbed my piled up uniform and threw it straight out of the window. I never wanted to see it again. It wouldn’t be the last time I would throw everything out, never to bring it back into my life again. Since that day on the train I’ve never been back to Anglesey, not even to North Wales, not in the entire thirty-odd years since. Many old boys from HMS Conway still try to keep in touch. I have met Old Conways all around the world. They’ve even posted pictures of me on their old boys’ website somewhere. However, I haven’t replied to their letters and e-mails of best wishes. I don’t know what to say to them. Perhaps now from reading these pages you can see why it has been difficult.


When I look back now, I smile at how far I’ve come in the game: the coach who took his team to become the number one rugby side in the world, the first ever northern-hemisphere World Cup champions, is a man who never really wanted to play rugby in the first place!
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EARLY PLAYING DAYS


I kept myself busy over the summer of 1974, working at odd jobs while waiting for my final marks to arrive. My family had been posted to RAF Brize Norton in Oxfordshire, and there were a number of car factories in the Cowley area of Oxford with shift work on offer. If I was going to study Law at Durham, I could be reasonably certain of a grant to cover my university fees, but beyond that I’d have to support myself.


My marks arrived by post in early August. They weren’t as good as I had hoped, but I’d still earned three reasonably good A levels. There was a very good chance that they would take me at Durham, which I had picked as one of the best universities for Law in the country. Durham required two A’s and a B, which I had just missed; but they also had a reputation as a university that liked a diversity of skills, not just academic.


Shortly afterwards a letter arrived from Durham.


‘Dear Mr Woodward, Thank you for your application to read Law at Durham University.’ I mumbled nervously to myself. I skipped to the important bits halfway down the page. ‘After much consideration, we regret to inform you …’ And that was as far as I got. I quickly scanned the rest of the letter. The final sentence carried the punch line, ‘We wish you well in finding another university, who we feel sure will be interested in your application.’


Most of the people who had been to HMS Conway went on to a career in the Merchant Navy. Why anyone would want to spend a life at sea was beyond me, however I was determined to go to university, and had been looking forward to studying Law. This was a major setback.


Having not been accepted by my preferred university, I had two choices. The first was a clearance scheme designed to facilitate a second round of placements. The second was to get a job and go to work. Looking through the paper, I found an advertisement for trainee positions with the NatWest Bank. ‘Did you earn two A levels?’ it read. ‘Have you considered a promising future at the Bank? Management trainee positions in the exciting world of finance now available.’ It sounded interesting enough, worth taking a punt at.


I wrote off a letter, was granted an interview and, in due course, I got the job. The really exciting thing was the positions were all in London. For years my father’s postings were up in Edinburgh and all over Yorkshire and I had never been to London, which was strange because he was born and brought up in Battersea in south London, and the whole family had always supported Chelsea, and still do. I was excited to see the city now. After a summer living at home, which was very difficult after being used to the independence of school, I had to get out and on with my life. I took the job.


The world of finance


The job on offer was in the Richmond branch of the NatWest Bank, which I had to look up on a map. But I noticed one thing that interested me: it was no great distance from Twickenham, England’s rugby headquarters. In late August I was on my way to London, with a train ticket provided by the bank. This was the start of a huge adventure. What constituted my life to this point – family, school and all those little links to people and places – was all left behind me on the platform of Oxford station.


I was a bit nervous as I hopped off the train at my new home in Raynes Park, just a couple of miles south-west of the branch. My fears weren’t exactly put to rest when I met the host family where the bank had got me digs in a home near the train station. They were a lovely lot, but not quite what I had in mind for living in London. Picture the scene: 7 p.m. watching TV in a cramped lounge with three boisterous kids under ten, mum, dad and me. Lying in bed that first night I thought this was not for me. Working in a bank, sharing a kitchen and bathroom with two adults and three kids – even though they were kind they were complete strangers.


My introduction to the bank had a similarly uncertain start. I arrived for my first day at work in a tweed suit that my parents had bought me. Boy, did I feel like some country hillbilly when I saw everyone else in their sharp grey pinstriped suits. That I was so naïve and so badly prepared for even the most obvious situation was another indictment of my school. It was all part of my new life in London.


Settling in didn’t take all that long though. For the first month or so I was the lackey in the back office, doing anything and everything they could throw at me. It was pretty tedious. There were mountains of paperwork, and it was a bit like shelling peas, really. Everthing I did is probably done by a machine now, but I was a fast learner. Having a job, something productive to do, was a joy in itself, and I particularly liked receiving my pay cheque every month, though it wasn’t much.


Within a couple of months I had been promoted from the back room to the cashiers’ desk at the front. Handling the money and processing the cheques was what most local branches of big clearing banks were all about, and the Richmond branch of NatWest was a busy place. It turned out I had a head for figures, which was essential, and I also seemed to have a way with the customers. I enjoyed working on the till best of all.


My introduction to proper club rugby


Very soon after I had arrived at my new job, I decided to investigate the rugby situation in this part of the world. After a bit of a rocky start I had grown to enjoy my rugby at HMS Conway and realised I was good enough to have played for the Welsh Schoolboys team. I was looking forward to perhaps playing at club level; at the least it would be a great way to keep in shape and meet people other than those at the bank. There were two excellent clubs nearby: Richmond near my work, and Harlequins based a couple of miles west at the Stoop Memorial Grounds in Twickenham, near the famous stadium. I liked the colourful Harlequins’ strip, and their reputation was just as out of the ordinary. Quins had been one of the premier rugby clubs in London for just about forever. It was one of the original clubs that made up the Rugby Football Union over 130 years ago.


I found them in the phone book and called their number.


‘Hi, is this Harlequins rugby club?’


‘Yes it is. I’m the secretary. What can I do for you?’


It was obvious I had called his home. Back then running the club was a part-time job and this was probably a retired gentleman who had volunteered for the position. It was considered a privilege. That’s how club rugby was run in those days.


‘I’d like to join Harlequins. How do I become a member of the club?’


‘We train on Tuesday and Thursday from 7 p.m. to 9 p.m. Just come on down and we’ll see if we can find a place for you,’ he rolled off the standard response.


I thanked him and we hung up. So one pleasant evening in early September I picked up my boots and wandered down to the Stoop Memorial Grounds.


In 1974 Harlequins was an impressive outfit. Under coach Earle Kirton’s guidance, Harlequins was a serious force on the rugby scene, and they had a strong depth of players. The team was captained by England’s Nick Martin and had another of England’s star players, Bob Hiller, in the line-up as well.


Earle Kirton was a New Zealander who had been fly-half for the All Blacks on their tour of the British Isles a few years before. In that tour he was the quick and elusive architect of the backs in all four tests, scoring two tries against England. His international career ended in 1970, after which he came to England for a postgraduate course in dentistry. He went on to appear for Harlequins, Middlesex and the Barbarians. Kirton had a reputation as not only an accurate tactical kicker but also a fly-half who ran well, and he was noted for his skill at doubling around his outsides to create an overlap. As someone who liked to play an expansive game, Earle Kirton’s rugby philosophy very much appealed to me.


Walking into the ground, I sat in a corner of the small stand to get my kit on, and then not knowing anyone, stood there like a complete lemon waiting for something to happen. After a few minutes I walked up to the first official looking person I could see to introduce myself.


 ‘Go over there with the fourth team,’ he directed, looking me up and down without much interest. The players had already been through pre-season training, so I was put in the bottom team. There actually was a fifth and sixth team, but lucky for me they didn’t do any training.


Coming from the backwaters of Anglesey, I really didn’t know how good I was, despite my Welsh trial. I was tall, a bit lanky and I guess hardly even looked like a rugby player – not many would have guessed that within a month I would be playing fly half in their first XV. My early success surprised me as much as anybody, and with Kirton’s encouragement I began to really enjoy my rugby.


I was eighteen years old in the first team at Quins, playing with and against England internationals. At first I was in awe of their stature, but then it occurred to me – I was probably as good as most of them. But because I hadn’t come through the England Schoolboys system no one had a clue who I was. It was then I started to think that maybe I could go a long way in this game – maybe I could play for England too. The thought of actually playing for my country at Twickenham began to excite me. I realised I had the chance of doing something special. I decided to go for it.


My first senior club game for the first XV was against Cardiff in early October. It was also the first time I played at Twickenham. As Quins’ base was right across the road from the stadium, the club used Twickenham stadium for most of their home games through some long-standing agreement. However the old stands at Twickenham held 50,000 people, so you can imagine how vast and empty it felt playing Cardiff in front of a thousand people. It was a good crowd for us back then, but it was a strange environment. The place might just as well have been empty. Still, it was inspiring just to be there. I couldn’t help but think that if I worked hard, I might have a chance of playing there for England one day. For an International the atmosphere would certainly be different.


The warmth of club rugby


One of the great things I discovered at Quins was the social aspect that the club brought to the game. No matter how fierce the match, the aggression ended as soon as the game was over. It’s one of the things I loved about rugby and still do. As soon as emotions had cooled in the changing rooms, the teams always got along well over a beer. Rugby around the world has promoted a culture of trust and respect amongst its players. That’s one of the reasons why I believe it’s one of the greatest games around today.


In those amateur times, the more pragmatic English clubs took their rugby seriously enough, but quite a few of the Quins players were really there for a bit of social sport as they had high-pressure jobs in the City. That was one reason why Kirton’s focus on a more expansive running game – which was very much not England’s philosophy at the time – suited the club to a tee. The Quins’ attitude got up the noses of some of the other clubs, especially as we won more often than not and always enjoyed ourselves in the process.


At Quins there was a feeling of camaraderie, and players tended to look after their own. Having lived away from home for so long during my years at HMS Conway, the club provided a very friendly reception for me. I’d soon met a couple of older players who, upon hearing of my predicament regarding accommodation, kindly offered me the use of their sofa at night.


Paddy McLoughlin was a solicitor playing in the fifth team. He loved playing rugby, although he didn’t exactly scorch up the touchline with his finesse. He owned a very posh two-bedroom flat a few miles out of town in Shepperton and was sharing with ‘Basher’ Briggs, who worked in marketing for British Airways and played in the third team. I think that my being a regular in the first team meant they were quite pleased to be looking after me. Paddy in particular was very kind, and never charged me a penny for all the time I stayed there. It was great because I could now afford to buy a round of beers and didn’t have to be embarrassed about money, or rather my lack of it! Working at the bank wasn’t exactly making me rich.


After my time at Quins I lost touch with Paddy, but just a few years ago I was doing a radio interview where listeners could call in.


‘Hi, Clive, is your favourite record still “You’re So Vain” by Carly Simon?’


‘Paddy, how the devil are you?’


It was great to hear his familiar voice once again. I used to drive him and Basher nuts blasting that song out on the stereo all the time at the flat.


I played with Harlequins for the whole of that season, camping out with Paddy and Basher. I now lived on a steady diet of cheap Chinese food and chip butties. I was the happiest I’d been in years, and rugby was making it all possible.


My first taste of public recognition


Early in the season we were playing against Coventry at the Stoop because England was playing Scotland at Twickenham later that day. Coventry was the leading club team in England in those days and so all the media came to watch, and the stands were packed with around 6,000 people. As fly-half I was playing in the pivotal position, and thanks to Kirton’s preferred style of play, we did a fair amount with the ball.


In fact, I did enough to attract the notice of a sports journalist, who mentioned me in his piece the following day. The main event of course had been the International, which England had won, but the journalist wrote up that match as yet another serving-up of the boring, no-risk, forward-orientated rugby that accurately summed up the English way of playing the game.


‘… England would do well,’ he wrote, ‘to look at the likes of young Clive Woodward of Harlequins to liven up the game a little.’


The journalist was by no means alone in his disappointment with England’s play at the top level in those days. David Cooke usually played outside me at Quins, but he had been chosen to play against Scotland that afternoon. He hardly touched the ball at all that day. At Quins he was a great player week in, week out, but when it came to England he was hardly in the game. David explained the situation to me.


 ‘The policy is, Woody, we only run the ball if we’re 20 points up. But we never are 20 points up because we don’t score any tries. And we’re told to kick every time, unless we’re within the opposition’s 22. Only then we can move the ball around a bit. But that happens so infrequently we tend to stuff it up anyway. The old joke is, if you’re in the backs for England bring your hat and gloves, because you’ll wait so long just to do anything that your hands are frozen by the time you touch the ball.’


I was to find out first-hand what he meant before the end of the season.


Playing for my country


Within five months of starting with Harlequins I was selected to play for the England Under-19s representative side, the England Colts. Ironically, my first game with the Colts was against the Welsh youth team at Twickenham. I had already played against some of the Welsh players, like Terry Holmes and Gareth Davies, during my Welsh Schoolboys trial only the year before whilst at HMS Conway. I later played with Terry and Gareth on the 1980 British Lions tour to South Africa – the Welsh Schoolboys had quite a bit of talent the year I attended the trials there.


‘How come you’re playing with the England Colts?’ Gareth asked in surprise, but I didn’t feel like telling the story. I preferred to do my talking on the pitch and, as it happened, the England Colts dominated the game that year. Some of the Welsh selectors who had seen me play the year before were also quite surprised, especially when I scored the only try of the match.


Playing with the Colts also brought my first experience of the culture of England rugby that David Cooke had described.


‘If you get the ball, kick it or give it to the forwards to take up the pitch. Kick, don’t run, and only spread it wide when you’re in their 22.’


It was frustrating; I was used to playing a much more open game at Quins where Earle Kirton encouraged us to use every position effectively. I think we ‘hammered’ the Welsh 9—6 that day.


I did feel frustrated playing this style of rugby but didn’t discuss this with the coaches. The huge experience of being a new player in the England set-up was more than enough for the time being. The fact of the matter was that the culture pervading the England sides of the time had been inherited from generations of teams playing safe, no-risk rugby.


At schoolboy level as well as international level, being selected for the next game seemed to be everything. Just getting the cap, the shirt and the tracksuit seemed to be the major focus of the whole set-up, which was all very well, except that we hadn’t won anything significant in rugby since 1963.


Over the years, I’ve encountered many different versions of inherited thinking, or tradition as some call it, in business, sport and government. The symptoms are always the same: blind faith in the ‘way’, nepotism to protect the institution, and a culture that heavily discourages, even punishes, any questioning of authority, and where change is an anathema.


Perhaps I should have stood up and discussed what I knew was our flawed approach with the coaches. If I had, it’s possible other players would have been right behind me. On the other hand, it’s more likely that I would never have played representative rugby again. You fight the battles you can win. When combating a diseased organisational culture – be it in business, sport or anywhere else – you need either strength of numbers or absolute authority to effect any real change.


When it finally came to my turn at the top, I would have both. But in 1974 I just did things their way, like everyone else, so that I’d be considered for selection the next time. It’s such a shame and a regret. When I was nineteen and relatively new to rugby, I had so much to contribute about playing the game. Yet no one ever asked me for my opinion. In rugby and in business, I now try to encourage people to talk and express their views at all times, especially the newest members in the team.


In my playing career I was privileged to have played under three of the finest rugby coaches in the game: Earle Kirton at Quins, Jim Greenwood at Loughborough, and Chalkie White at Leicester. Like my football hero Martin Peters, they were all ten years ahead of their time. They came from different backgrounds and had different perspectives, but all three were coaches you could talk to and discuss things with. That was the one thing that united them. Yet none of them was ever close to being considered for a senior position within the England rugby coaching fraternity. The traditional rugby establishment were afraid of them. It was this mindset that was to continue to hold the England team back for many years to come. The culture of England rugby was set long and hard.


Rugby and banking


The little bit of notice I was now attracting from the press had another consequence. I found out that my manager at NatWest was beginning to field questions from his executives about this new trainee who was playing rugby for Harlequins and the England Colts. Rugby has long been a favourite sport for business and corporate interests because it traditionally attracts, among many other types of fan, a strong base of supporters in professional services industries. For that reason, rugby had long been the preferred sport of the banking and finance sector.


When it became clear that there was a very good chance that I could be playing for England soon, I started getting a lot of attention from senior executives. Top-level managers from several different parts of the bank would come to Richmond and take me out to lunch. For most of the conversation they’d go on about rugby, especially their own playing days! On many occasions you could find my head in my soup. Then near the end they’d typically drop in something about their part of the bank: options markets, futures exchanges, international finance. I couldn’t understand what they were getting at. All I knew about the job was the till. Banking to me was about people coming down to the teller to draw out fifty quid. It was only much later that I discovered how interesting the financial world can be. Obviously these executives wanted to cajole me into their part of the bank. Only I was nineteen, loving rugby and my new-found freedom! Why would I want a serious job in banking?


In May, ten months after I had joined the bank, I resigned my trainee position. That’s when the executives came in heavy with career offers, not because my performance at work merited it, but because they could see some advantage to the bank in my future rugby career. That didn’t seem quite right to me at the time.


A few months before I’d had a similar experience in another quarter. It was in February, just after playing for the England Colts side, that I received an unexpected letter from Durham University. ‘Dear Mr Woodward, We have recently had the pleasure of revisiting your application to read Law at Durham University. We are pleased to inform you that we now feel privileged to offer you a place to study with our distinguished faculty …’
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