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‘It’s either the wedding game or the funeral game with us. Nothing in between.’


‘Thumper’ Phillips, Wales team manager
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George North, a nineteen-year-old rugby player from Ynys Môn in North Wales, is packing his kitbag in a bedroom at the Vale Resort in Pontyclun, twelve miles west of Cardiff. He puts in two pairs of boots, a gumshield, recovery skins, a long- and a short-sleeved training top and a set of long studs. He checks the contents, then takes them out again, laying them on his bed. Pausing a moment, he puts them all back into the bag. Then he empties them onto the bed again.


George repeats this process five times before finally closing the bag, shouldering it and leaving the room. He’s already written down his objectives for the match ahead on a piece of hotel notepaper. Having memorised this list of tactics and prompt words, he’s ripped it up and thrown it in the bin. Before he did that, George phoned Andy McCann, a former Scottish karate international and stroke survivor who now works as a sports psychologist. Andy spoke with George about the match, but also about life outside rugby, about the flat George hoped to buy in Cardiff. With less than two hours to kick-off, just hearing Andy’s voice is more important to George than anything he has to say about the game itself.


At six foot four and sixteen and a half stone, George, when running at full speed, summons one tonne of impact. He’s an affable joker of a boy, effervescent with energy, quick to laugh or pull a face. Fluent in both Welsh and English, neither language seems capable of keeping up with the rapidity of his thoughts.


Since he was fifteen years old rugby has taken George away from his family. At first, living on his own was a struggle. He missed his parents and the island of Ynys Môn; washing his own clothes took time to master. But George wanted to play rugby at the highest level. So he moved south, into the heartland of Welsh rugby, where he trained and trained and played and played so that now, just four years later, here he is shouldering his kitbag and leaving his room at the Vale to board a coach with two red dragons painted down each of its sides.


Wales, like all nations, is an idea. A concoction of history, landscape, temperament and language. This afternoon George, and the twenty-one young men also boarding that dragon-painted coach, will become that idea. For eighty minutes, under the eyes of millions, they will become their country.

















Y FAN




‘The new grass shall purge us in its flame.’


‘Song at the Year’s Turning’, R. S. Thomas








It is five minutes to midnight in Cardiff on New Year’s Eve 2011. Viewed from above, the streets of the Welsh capital are busy with light and movement. Taxis, cars, buses thread along Westgate Street and Cathedral Road. The crowds, impervious to a gauze of winter rain, thicken down St Mary’s and Caroline Street, spilling into the smoking areas of clubs and bars. Mobile phones cast pale cauls across the downturned faces of drinkers sending texts. The organisers of firework displays check their watches and prepare their tapers. The city is charged with the year’s turning, the birth and death of the annual calendar. A time for looking back, and for looking forward.

At the centre of all this activity, embedded in a crosshatch of headlights and a circuit board of street lights, one dimly lit oval is motionless. This is the Millennium Stadium, home to the Welsh rugby team. The yellow-green rectangle at its centre is the national pitch, semi-illuminated tonight by rows of growing lights suspended above the young grass.


From my position under the posts at the southern end of this pitch the intensity and number of these lights resemble a huge theatrical rig dropped to within metres of the turf. The wheels of their structures look like the landing gear of aircraft, their rubber treads flecked with sand. The stands around me are dark. Only the exit signs hanging in each aisle remain lit, hundreds of white stick men running for their lives through the rows and rows of towering seats.


I am alone in an arena built for 75,000. Devoid of a crowd the stadium’s atmosphere is like that of an empty theatre, quietly weighted with dormant purpose. In contrast, the streets beyond it are febrile with drink, music, bravado and lust. Even the outer corridors of the stadium have been permeated with the night’s celebrations. As Gwyn, one of the stadium’s security guards, led me towards the pitch earlier he explained that Level One of the building was being used as a triage centre – ‘for the drinkers’. As we left his security lodge we’d passed through the chatter of personal radios angled at the shoulders of policemen and paramedics. Ambulance drivers in fluorescent jackets cradled mugs of tea beneath rows of framed and signed rugby shirts. A girl in a black mini-dress was slumped in a wheelchair, one of her high-heeled shoes missing, like a comatose Cinderella. A nurse pushing through a set of swing doors revealed a glimpse of the hospital beds beyond.


As I followed Gwyn down an echoing corridor, the noises of the triage centre faded behind us. We passed glass cabinets displaying boxing gloves, track shoes, rugby balls, boots, corner flags, before coming to a huge silver dragon on the wall, its clawed foot raised. Taking a short flight of stairs up past this dragon we came to the double doors of the players’ tunnel. Pulling on one of these doors, Gwyn, like a New York porter welcoming a guest, gestured towards the massive interior–exterior that is the stadium’s bowl, his hand open in invitation. ‘The stadium, Mr Sheers,’ he said, with more than a hint of mischief, ‘is yours.’


With Gwyn closing the door behind me I walked down the shallow gradient of the tunnel, the pitch faintly lit at its end. With every step the stadium’s stands grew around me, rising together to frame a rectangle of night sky, mirroring the rectangle of turf beneath. Emerging from the tunnel I was met not by the sea-like roar of a capacity crowd greeting a player making his entrance, but by silence. A huge, open crucible of silence. The empty stadium was all I could see, at once imposing and comforting; a 75,000-seat embrace. And not one inch of it tonight, whatever Gwyn said, was mine.


And nor is it anyone else’s. Because if you are Welsh and a rugby fan, then you’ll know the Millennium Stadium is, by its very nature, ‘ours’, and that it’s from this plurality the building derives its significance. Without ‘us’ or ‘ours’, the stadium is a shell. As the late Ray Gravell, rugby player, druid, actor, once said: ‘Remember, the people make the place.’


The Welsh for those last two words, ‘the place’, is ‘y fan’, a translation that makes this stadium a rich meeting point for the two languages of Wales, coming together between these stands to depict, at one and the same time, the people and the place, the place and the people.


Standing under the posts at the southern end of the stadium I look out at the pitch as it glows eerily in the night. I know I’m meant to stay off the grass. But the temptation to walk, just once, the length of the national ground is overwhelming. I’ve only ever shared this space with thousands of other supporters. I feel a strange mix of privilege and trespass, as if I’ve stolen this moment and I’m committing a crime in being here. But as a lifelong supporter of the Welsh rugby team, as the man who still remembers the boy who first watched Wales play from the schoolboy enclosure of Cardiff Arms Park, the stadium’s previous incarnation, the temptation is too much. So I walk.


As I pass under the first growing lights their heat pulses across the top of my head. At the twenty-two-metre line I see a spider’s web strung between one of their tubular struts, its fine strands hung with rain. I walk on towards the last row of lights on the halfway line, then continue into a deepening darkness until, a hundred metres later, I’m standing under the posts at the other end of the stadium. Turning round, I look back down the pitch, bisected now by the dark trail of my own footsteps. Seeing them, I feel as if I haven’t just walked across the national ground, but across the national ground; as if I’ve traversed Wales itself.


In reality I’ve just walked across some of the 7,412 removable pallets that make up this pitch, each packed with soil, sand and Lytag, a lightweight aggregate made from pulverised fuel ash. Each pallet is topped with 40 mm of turf seeded with a mix of meadow and rye grass from Scunthorpe, not Wales. But like all stadia the Millennium Stadium is a transformative space. The majority of its existence is spent waiting for certain dates when matches will be played within its stands. When those matches happen, things change, and when they are Welsh matches, they change even more. Individuals become a crowd, but also a nationality; the players in the dressing rooms become a team, but also a country; and the turf on the pitch becomes territory, but also tir, the Welsh for ‘ground’.


Welsh players are reminded of this last transformation in a statement written above their changing stalls in the home dressing room. On one wall, in metre-high red writing over the heads of the props and the back rows, they’re asked to ‘RESPECT THE JERSEY’. On the other, above the heads of the centres and wingers, as they check their studs and their strappings, equally large letters spell out ‘DAL DY DIR’ – ‘Hold your ground’.


In Welsh, the double meaning of that last word is more potent than in English, denoting ‘land’ as much as ‘ground’. But as I look back down the pitch I find myself wondering if another word, ‘pridd’, meaning ‘earth’ or ‘soil’, isn’t better suited to the transformation this turf undergoes when played on by Wales. The etymology of ‘tir’ is Latinate, relating to ‘terra firma’, or the French ‘terroir’. ‘Pridd’, however, predates Latin. It’s a purely indigenous word and, as such, its greater depth, of both origin and meaning, is perhaps more evocative of the kind of cultural excavation experienced by a home crowd when they watch Wales play.


I am more than a little drunk. It is New Year’s Eve and I’ve been celebrating the fact for the last five hours. I know, however, that my thoughts aren’t fuelled by new-year alcohol alone, but also by years of association with the team who call this stadium home. This is the place where, over the last thirty years, I’ve felt myself most obviously Welsh. Where I’ve allowed myself to sink unashamedly into a nationalism I’d find unpalatable in any other area of my life. Where I’ve felt myself become more than myself, and where, in the opening minutes of a match, I’ve indulged in the kind of outrageous amnesia and hope of which perhaps only the devout sports fan is capable.


And, of course, I’m not alone. For almost as long as the game has existed, Wales has been synonymous with rugby. As early as 1891, just ten years after the formation of the Welsh Rugby Union, the South Wales Daily News identified rugby as ‘the one great past time of the people’. Rugby is the foundation sport of Welsh culture. Each year the nation’s psychological well-being is held ransom to the fortunes of the national squad. In return, the players and coaches of that squad are subjected to endless enquiry, expectation and obsessive support.


As I stand alone in the Millennium Stadium in the dying minutes of 2011, I know all of this to be true. And yet, as I look up at the struts of the posts tapering into the night above me, I also know it to be ridiculous. None of it, looked at coldly, makes any sense. Why should the Welsh, a predominately working-class nation, have chosen to identify themselves through the lens of rugby union, a predominately upper-class sport? What is it about the game that speaks so powerfully to the Welsh psyche? Why should a game of fifteen men trying to place an oval ball across their opponents’ line, which in the broad view of the world doesn’t matter at all, within Wales matter so much?


If you’re a Welsh rugby fan, you’ll feel the answers to these questions more than know them. You’ll sense intuitively there’s something in the game that makes it appear organically grown from the character of Wales. But it wasn’t.


Other than perhaps the medieval inter-parish contests of cnappan, in which thousands on foot and horseback competed for a wooden ball boiled in tallow, the rules of modern rugby union have no indigenous roots in Wales. The sport as played today evolved from a variety of competitive ball games encouraged by masters of nineteenth-century English public schools, partly as a way of marshalling an increasing tide of riotous behaviour. Between 1768 and 1832 there were twenty-one public-school rebellions in England. A riot at Rugby school provoked a reading of the Riot Act and the attendance of soldiers with drawn swords. Another saw mass expulsions in its wake. Organised sport, especially of a rigorous nature, was considered a useful outlet for such violent energies.


It was a professor of Hebrew who brought rugby to Wales. The Rev. Rowland Williams was a fellow and tutor at King’s College Cambridge when Albert Pell, an ex-Rugby pupil, introduced his school’s variety of football to the university. Williams, in turn, introduced the game to St David’s College, Lampeter, when he became Vice Principal there in 1850. Over the next twenty years this pattern was repeated across Wales, with returning teachers and headmasters introducing the game to educational establishments after exposure to ‘Rugby’s’ football at universities across England and Scotland. Llandovery College, Christ College Brecon, Cowbridge Grammar, Monmouth School: these were some of the first rugby clubs in Wales. When pupils left these schools, they formed the foundations of town clubs such as Chepstow, Llandaff and Cardigan. A sport which had its genesis on the playing fields of English public schools was spreading through Wales along similar educational lines.


The touchpaper of popular enthusiasm, however, like the traditional beacons of the Welsh hills, would be lit on higher ground than these lowland clubs. It wouldn’t be fuelled by the pupils and staff of schools, but by the working men of factories, mines and ports. In the last third of the nineteenth century the South Wales valleys experienced industrialisation on a massive scale. In 1840 four and a half million tonnes of coal were mined in the area. By 1913 almost fifty-seven million tonnes were produced. Migrant workers poured into the valleys from rural Wales and across the English border. Over these years only the United States attracted immigrants at a higher rate. This growing population, adjusting to the new rhythms and regulation of industrialised work, were hungry for a sport that matched the physicality and regimentation of their new lives. The new game of rugby football fitted the bill and quickly became an integral part of Welsh working-class culture. Support for the game came from their bosses too, with captains of industry realising, perhaps like those English headmasters before them, that rugby could be a useful method of control for a potentially fractious workforce.


The new communities of the valleys were created without a bedrock of generations. They had to design the architecture of their own identities. As towns such as Blaina, Pontypridd and Tredegar grew through the last decades of the nineteenth century, so did their communal institutions, each a projection of that town’s personality. Brass bands, choral societies, darts clubs, miners’ institutes, pigeon and greyhound racing all flourished, and, as the ultimate expression of communal loyalty, so too did rugby clubs. The same was true of the port towns fed by the valleys’ industry: in Newport, Cardiff and Swansea rugby came to represent a powerful form of communal expression. As the industrial towns and populations grew ever closer to each other, the rugby field became the place where your efforts, hopes and allegiances could still be pledged to something more local, something that spoke of where you came from and who you were.


But it wasn’t just local identities that found expression through rugby. The rising popularity of the sport also tracked a parallel movement of increasing national confidence. With her new prosperity and dynamism, Wales in the late nineteenth century was emerging, after years of being overshadowed by her imperial neighbour, as a distinct modern entity. In 1872 the first University College of Wales was founded in Aberystwyth, with Cardiff and Bangor following suit. Campaigns for a national library and museum began in the 1870s. A new regiment, the South Wales Borderers, fought in the Zulu wars of 1879. The National Eisteddfod Society was founded in 1880, and in February 1881 the first Welsh rugby team lined up against England at Blackheath. Fielding something of a scratch side, with two players recruited from the crowd, Wales were soundly beaten by eight goals and six tries to nil. The following month, at the Castle Hotel in Neath, the Welsh Rugby Union was formed.




*





A hundred and thirty years later, the stadium in which I’m standing tonight is testament to that union’s success. With its position in the centre of the city, where a cathedral or a parliament might usually stand, it’s an eloquent embodiment of the place rugby occupies in Welsh culture. But why does rugby occupy that place? And why do the origins of the game continue to invest the sport with such meaning in Wales?


The most persistent resonance is a question of class. When a dispute over professionalism saw the northern English clubs break away from the Rugby Football Union in 1895, only Wales was left with a working-class rugby-union ethos. In northern England the new professional rugby league became dominant, while in southern England, Scotland and Ireland the union game played second fiddle to the populist sports of soccer and Gaelic football. Rugby union remained the preserve of public schools, universities and white-collar society. In Wales, however, the lifeblood of rugby continued to flow from the industrialised valleys and port towns, the ball passing through hands that spent the rest of their time cutting and hauling coal, rolling steel or loading ships.


The other home nations weren’t always comfortable with this class distinction. At the turn of the century there were even complaints that Wales had an unfair class advantage. As working men, it was argued, the Welsh were able to get into better condition than their amateur gentlemen opponents. At the 1903 AGM of the Irish RFU it was noted that:




Over £50 had been paid for a dinner to the Scotsmen and only £30 for a dinner to the Welshmen. The reason for this was that champagne was given to the Scotsmen and beer only (but plenty of it) to the Welshmen. Whisky and porter were always good enough for Welshmen, for such were the drinks they were used to. The Scotsmen, however, were gentlemen, and appreciated a dinner when it was given to them. Not so the Welshmen.





The early association of rugby with a renewed sense of national identity also continues to contribute to its contemporary resonance in Wales. George Borrow, the nineteenth-century travel writer, wrote in his book Wild Wales that the Welsh character was partly shaped by the fact that ‘the Welsh have never forgotten they were conquered by the English, but the English have already forgotten’. With rugby’s territorial contest of possession and confrontation, Wales was gifted a communal way to continue that never forgetting. On a rugby field the knowledge that the Welsh and their language are stubborn survivors of a pre-Anglo-Saxon Britain is a rich seam of national consciousness which even in the twenty-first century is still evoked and defended every time Wales take the field.


Then there is the question of scale. Wales has always been a small nation. With a population of just three million, the country can draw upon roughly the same number of players as Yorkshire. Its diminutive size means matches against opponents such as England, Ireland and France have always been laced with the potency of a David versus Goliath narrative, however much the bookies or the fans might favour Wales.


To what extent class, history and size are at the forefront of a twenty-first-century Welsh supporter’s mind as they watch a Wales match today is debatable. But what is certain is that this cultural heritage is still inherited and therefore, at the very least, still sensed. Similarly, a twenty-first-century Welsh player can’t escape the traditions they pull on with their jersey. Their minds might be occupied with video analysis, nutrition, team policy, tactics and preparation, but however diffuse the hinterland of Welsh rugby’s earliest days might be, it’s still a part of what fuels the modern player. Even those who play with individuals more than a nation in mind, those who take the field for the grandfathers, mothers, coaches who’ve helped them on their way, those individuals will all, in some way, have embodied the national ethos of the game. All of which goes to explain why it’s never just a country that runs out onto this pitch at the Millennium Stadium, but a culture, a way of being. Every match played by the national side is an act of national memory.




*





Over the last few years, as Welsh players have pulled on their jerseys in the dressing rooms they’ll have glimpsed a word printed inside their collars. The jersey itself will have been made by an American company, Under Armour, constructed from some of the most high-tech materials of the twenty-first century. The military-grade fabric will feature ArmourGrid technology and body-mapped compression insets. The word inside each collar, though, will be thousands of years old and a reminder of the latticework of history and culture that’s still woven into what it means to play rugby for Wales.


Between 2008 and 2010 the word players saw inside the collar of their home shirt was ‘Calon’, meaning ‘heart’. In their away strip it was ‘Hiraeth’, meaning ‘a longing for something lost’.


From 2010 to 2011 they were reminded again, inside their home shirts, to ‘Dal dy Dir’ – ‘hold your ground’ – while in the away collar they wore ‘Balchder’ – ‘pride’.


Since 2011 the word players will have seen when pulling on their black away shirts is ‘Cymeriad’ – ‘character’. Inside their red home shirts it is ‘Braint’, meaning ‘privilege’.




*





Midnight.


A wave of cheers washes into the stadium from the streets of Cardiff beyond. 2012 has arrived. The first fireworks shoot into the night sky and explode in reds, greens and gold. In the empty bowl of the stadium, resonating between the stands, they sound like cannon fire. A rapid fusillade of smaller rockets crack and whistle from elsewhere in the city, disturbing a seagull from its perch in the stadium’s roof. As it flies over me the growing lights on the pitch briefly illuminate it from underneath, casting its feathers as pristine as a player coming off the bench. More fireworks erupt in other areas of the city. The year has turned.


For the current Welsh squad, this new year poses a question first formed under the floodlights of another pitch on the other side of the world in what is now, just, last year. Wales were playing France at Eden Park in Auckland in the semi-finals of the Rugby World Cup. Commentators were calling it the biggest game in the history of Welsh rugby. Not just because the squad were eighty minutes from a final against the hosts, New Zealand, but because never before had a World Cup semi-final pointed so strongly towards a Welsh victory. France had been off form. Their tournament had been erratic and distracted. Virtually estranged from their coach, the team had yet to discover the rhythm or the flair that had seen them do so well in previous World Cups.


Wales, by contrast, despite fielding eight players under the age of twenty-three, had been the team of the tournament. For the first time in their history the national coach, Warren Gatland, had had the squad for two clear months of preparation. They’d twice travelled to gruelling training camps at Spała in Poland, where, with the aid of regular three-minute sessions in the –150°C cryotherapy chambers, they’d trained harder and more often than any other Welsh squad had ever trained before.


Rugby coaches often talk about ‘strength in depth’: developing enough quality players to cover injuries to the first-choice team. In Poland, however, Wales were developing a different kind of strength and depth. Under the eye of Adam Beard, the team’s head of physical performance, the players’ bodies were being strengthened to the point where, as centre Jamie Roberts put it, ‘you’re thinking about your next move, not your next breath’. But the Spała experience was also about developing depth – of resolve and attachment.


The modern top-flight rugby player is often a hard man who leads a soft life. At a young age he’ll have life experiences most of us will never know, and yet his experience of life will be relatively narrow. While their peers are going through an expansion of independence, the young rugby professional experiences a contraction. Much of their day-to-day lives is organised by someone else. Travel and schedules are set, day sheets appear under hotel doors, food and drink is monitored. They are given the best treatments and good salaries, but they also no longer work side by side for long hours in mines, fields or factories.


Warren Gatland and his team knew that Wales had often lost key games in the closing minutes. When the time had come to dig deep, that depth wasn’t there. At Spała, where Adam Beard says he pushed the squad ‘150% harder than ever before’, the players hurt, and they hurt together. As one group waited for another to finish a session, there was silence in the room, such was the anxiety about what lay ahead of them. In the relatively simple surroundings of the camp, with no TV or computer games, they spent time together too. They talked, played cards and competed in quizzes. In previous squads there had always been some fighting between the players. But in Spała there was none. On their one day off, many chose to visit the nearby concentration camp at Auschwitz.


The Olympic Sports Centre in Spała was founded in 1950. Despite recent developments it still resembles a training camp for Soviet cosmonauts. Situated a hundred kilometres south-west of Warsaw, its buildings are located within hectares of oak forests through which herds of European bison once roamed. The village of just four hundred inhabitants is dominated by the centre’s presence. The ceiling of the nearby Olympic Pizzeria is papered with the front pages of a newspaper called Sport, while its menu offers a range of dishes all named after Olympic cities.


The centre’s three simple hotels – Champion, Junior and Olimpijczyk – sit squarely and heavily between its facilities of indoor and outdoor running tracks, gyms, a cavernous sports hall, swimming pool, treatment rooms and – Wales’s chief reason for being there – cryotherapy chambers. In their preparation for the World Cup the Welsh players stripped off twice a day to enter the icy vapour of these liquid-nitrogen-cooled freezers. Wearing just a pair of shorts, long woollen socks, gloves, face mask, headband and wooden clogs, their blood pressures were taken by a nurse before they stepped, in groups of six, into the preliminary cooling chamber. A computer beside the chamber recorded its temperature as –50°C. The players crossed their arms, covering their nipples with their gloved hands as a member of staff dressed for an Arctic expedition opened the door to the secondary chamber. Outside on the computer screen the temperature in this second chamber can read anywhere from –120°C to –150°C.


Inside, it is a white-out. On stepping into this second chamber the players immediately lose sight of each other, their bodies lost in the freezing vapour. The sounds from beyond the chamber are muffled. Those inside have to keep talking to check in on each other, each man rocking from side to side or walking a tight pattern of steps. The cold is clean, dry and penetrating. The players’ brains, suddenly alert through instinctive survival, cause their blood vessels to contract and send endorphins streaming through their systems and blood rushing to their cores. Their skin temperature drops to below 12°C and the seconds begin to lag as any residual moisture – in the backs of the legs, in the crook of an arm – stings sharply. With a minute to go some of the players’ teeth are chattering. Others have broken into involuntary shivers. Eventually, the heavy metal door opens with a thick clunk and the players file into the preliminary chamber, then, after a few seconds’ acclimatisation, out into the warmth, a flood of dry ice blowing out with them around their legs into the room.


After each of these cryotherapy sessions the squad took to the bikes and rowers in the gym across the corridor. With the stereo turned up they did twenty minutes of gentle exercise, pumping the blood through their veins to achieve the ‘vascular flush’ which would complete the treatment’s rehabilitation of their damaged tissues. The fundamental science behind this method is the same as that which has seen sports teams use ice baths and other cold therapies for many years. The aim is to reduce inflammation, produce endorphins and dampen the nervous system. By shortening recovery periods the players can do harder training sessions, more frequently. An ice bath, however, causes stress to a player’s skin. In reaction their blood, before flooding to the core, first rushes to the surface. The shock also produces stress hormones such as cortisol, which can counteract the benefits of the treatment. For the Welsh players, who can have as much as four inches of muscle packed about their limbs, there is also the question of penetration. An ice bath may only affect the first two inches of soft tissue, leaving deeper tissue still inflamed and damaged.


Whatever the science or the balance of the physical and psychological effects, the squad in Spała soon became convinced there was no way they could have trained as hard as they did without the cryotherapy. In some weights sessions they lifted as much as four tonnes each. Every day they undertook levels of fitness training that would usually have left them aching all over with ‘the DOMS’ (Delayed Onset Muscle Soreness). The cryo, however, had them waking each morning feeling refreshed and able to continue with Adam’s punishing regime. Coaches often talk about muscle memory, but the use of cryotherapy at Spała was more about muscle amnesia: about wiping away the residue of physical exertion to leave the effect but not the ache, the gain but not the pain.


When not training inside at Spała, the squad worked on a pitch in front of Hotel Junior ringed by a running track and overlooked by a statue embedded in the corner of Hotel Champion. Sculpted in the Soviet style, a male figure places one hand on his chest, while the other holds aloft a flaming torch which he looks towards in aspiration. Next door to the training pitch, also under this statue’s gaze, the Park Pokolen´ Mistrzów Sportu commemorates Polish Olympic champions such as Jan Mulak, Irena Szewin´ska and Wanda Panfil.


On the pitch itself the Welsh squad often trained under the eye of a man who has had his own fair share of Olympic experience. Frans Bosch is one of the world’s leading experts on biomechanics. Specialising in the high jump, he has coached many athletes to Olympic level, using his techniques of fine-tuning running efficiency to improve their performances dramatically. As the Welsh players ran through their moves on the pitch in Spała, Frans, with his shoulder-length hair and salt-and-pepper stubble, moved among them, watching with both the eye of an expert and that of an artist.


Before he became a specialist in physical training, Frans was, for twenty years, a well-known painter. Although he turned his back on his exhibitions and paintings before some of these Welsh players were born, he still draws as much upon his artistic experience as his scientific. ‘It’s about how you see movement,’ he explains. ‘An artist’s eye is trained to renew the perception of what you see time and time again. If you can do that with looking at running, then human running is one of the most remarkable movement patterns there is. Renewing what you see helps to find the errors and how they are connected, and how best they can be corrected.’


Frans has no national allegiance to Wales and he thinks rugby is ‘a pretty ridiculous sport’. Yet every time he trains with the Welsh squad he finds himself rooting for them beyond a professional interest. Compared to other ‘more corporate’ teams with whom he’s worked, he can’t help but warm to the ‘family coherence’ of the Wales set-up and to the national love of rugby as a sport. ‘I went to watch a match in Cardiff ’, he says, ‘and I realised I was seeing the country, not a sport. A cultural event, not a game.’


At the Rugby World Cup in New Zealand Wales’s performance proved Warren and his team had been right to follow their instincts in Spała. After a narrow defeat by just one point to a vastly more experienced South African side, the young Welsh squad displayed a mature determination in convincingly beating Samoa, Fiji, Namibia and Ireland. Before the tournament most of the squad were unknowns on the international stage: Rhys Priestland, Dan Lydiate, George North, Leigh Halfpenny, Jonathan Davies. A few years earlier many had been playing schoolboy rugby, and yet now the rugby world was talking about them, and not just because of their wins, but because of the manner of those wins; because of their style of play and their demeanour on and off the pitch.


Ever since rugby union went professional in 1995, every Welsh team has had to negotiate a delicate balance between tradition and innovation. The shadow of the great teams of the 1970s still falls across a twenty- first-century squad. Many of those 1970s players are still present in the consciousness of the rugby public, as commentators, journalists, board members and coaches. The Welsh supporter demands a style of play, a philosophy, inherited from that Welsh rugby past: inventive and audacious, physical yet graceful. But at the same time there is now the pressure to compete at the leading edge of the sport, to ‘pinch an inch’ wherever possible in a game so much harder, faster and more brutal than the rugby of the 1970s, 1980s or 1990s. Cryotherapy, analysis, nutrition, sports science, GPS positioning, psychology: the modern Welsh team, while aware of its heritage, has to be ever more forward looking.


In the Barn, the indoor training area at the Welsh Rugby Union’s National Centre of Excellence in the Vale of Glamorgan, two massive banners hang side by side above the expanse of emerald AstroTurf:












	YESTERDAY IS IN

	HOW DO YOU






	THE PAST

	WANT TO BE






	 

	REMEMBERED?















Forget the past and live for the moment, the first seems to say.


Think of your legacy, the presence of what has been, forged in your now, says the other.


As the Welsh squad do their drills and units in the Barn, they run between these two banners. Playing miss moves, set pieces, rucks and attacks they flow from one to the other as if the whole building is being rhythmically tipped from side to side. As a team and as individuals they shuttle between a statement and a question, between the past and the future.




*





At the 2011 World Cup Wales hit a balance between those two competing states. They arrived at the tournament as one of the most sophisticated sides of the twenty-first century. Their youngest players had graduated through the academies of professional clubs, travelling in a gilded channel of top-level rugby since the age of fifteen or sixteen. And yet something in the squad’s personality, in the positivity of their play, still spoke strongly of the Welsh rugby past that fed their Welsh rugby present.


The character of the squad was embodied by their captain, Sam Warburton, who at twenty-two was the youngest-ever captain of a World Cup side. At six foot two and sixteen stone three pounds Sam is a relentless, scavenging open-side flanker. Against South Africa he personally made almost a quarter of Wales’s ninety-nine tackles. Physically imposing, a man of few words with a craggy, Roman profile, Sam leads by example. A teetotaller with a highly developed sense of duty and fairness, he’s the first onto the training pitch, the first to put on his recovery skins, to make his protein shake or to fill the ice bath. Under his captaincy ‘no sapping’ became the ethos of the team. If you’re hurting, tell the physios, but not your teammates. If you’re tired, tell the conditioning coaches, but not the other players. If the English squad at the tournament were displaying the qualities of Prince Hal in Henry IV Part I – going out drinking, being careless with their reputations – then Sam and his team were more like the young king of Henry IV Part II: determined, ruthless and choosing to harness their youth for the fight, not the revels.


When Sam and his twin brother Ben were born five weeks premature, the maternity nurse tried to explain the situation to Sam’s parents. ‘Let’s put it this way,’ she said. ‘They’re never going to be rugby players.’ Seven years later, as his mother was putting him to bed, Sam remembers talking to her about what he might be when he was older. ‘I want to be a footballer,’ he told her from his pillow. ‘Why?’ she asked him. ‘Well,’ he replied. ‘I’m never going to be a rugby player, am I?’


But Sam was fast, frequently winning the sports-day sprints, and his junior-school teacher, Frank Rees, was a rugby man. When Sam finally listened to Frank’s encouragement and played for his school against Willowsbrook, he scored four of the team’s tries. Willowsbrook’s teacher coached for Cardiff schools and knew a good player when he saw one. Within weeks Sam was playing for Cardiff.


On his fifteenth birthday Sam’s parents gave him a multi gym, which he set up in their garage in Whitchurch. He knew he had to bulk up and get fit for rugby, so whenever he could he lifted weights in that garage or went running in the streets. As he ran, dreaming of playing for Wales, Sam listened to ‘Refuse to Be Denied’, a song by Anthrax, his father’s favourite metal band.


Seven years later, on the night of 15 October in Auckland, as he sat in the changing rooms of Eden Park preparing to captain Wales in the biggest game of their history, Sam listened to that song again. With his head bowed and the headphones snug over his ears, the lyrics of his childhood, the lyrics that had accompanied him through countless weights sessions and through the night-time streets of Whitchurch, spoke to him once more:






Refuse to be denied,


Refuse to compromise.








When the Welsh squad first gathered at Spała, Warren and his assistant coach Rob Howley had spoken to the players about it being their destiny to meet New Zealand in the final of the World Cup. It was a private, in-camp conversation, informed by what the coaches knew about their young side’s potential and the training ahead of them in Poland. As the World Cup progressed, however, that private conversation became increasingly, in the eyes of the rugby-watching world, a public expectation.


All sports fans have a love of narrative, for the stories that feed into key matches, big fights or prize-winning races. They are the stories that raise the stakes and heighten the enjoyment of sport’s vagaries. For rugby fans in the autumn of 2011 that story had become the rise of a young Welsh side towards a tantalising final against the tournament’s hosts, the New Zealand All Blacks. Wales’s place in the final began to feel deserved, somehow right. Support spread far beyond national borders, with even former English players such as Will Greenwood tweeting in the minutes before the France match, ‘I want to be Welsh!’


The destiny of which the Welsh coaches had spoken in Spała was now, in the hours before kick-off, being spoken of by the rest of the world.




*





The last of the fireworks have fallen. 2012 is only ten minutes old and already the excitement of its birth is ebbing. The streets beyond are subdued, and the stadium falls back into a strangely natural soundscape: the running of rainwater in the storm drains, a cave-like dripping in the stands, the occasional creak of an aisle sign like the groan of a branch in the wind.


Two and a half months ago, on the night of Wales’s semi-final against France, this empty pitch in front of me was filled with Welsh rugby supporters. Thousands more sat up in the stands, their Welsh jerseys rashing the stadium red. In all, 65,000 fans came here to watch Wales that night, even though their team was playing on the other side of the world. But this was no ordinary match. This was a match to be shared. And so the fans came, to watch together under the stadium’s closed roof as the game was screened at either end of the pitch. Undiluted by supporters of another team, never before had so many voices sung the Welsh national anthem in this stadium. Half a world away the Welsh team, lined up on the pitch at Eden Park, their arms about each other’s shoulders, also sang. And in the Red Lion pub on Bleeker Street in New York, and in the Three Kings in London, and on Aviano air base in Italy and Camp Bastion in Afghanistan, and in homes and pubs and rugby clubs across the world, Welsh supporters sang. Because whatever the time of day, the story of this game was just too good to miss.


But it was also too good to be true.
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The script of a rugby match is written not by prophecy or hope, but by the second. And a second was all it took for Wales’s story to change that night; the 1,061st second, when Sam Warburton, refusing to be denied, threw the full force of his weight into a tackle on the French winger, Vincent Clerc.


When the Frenchman received the ball from a line-out, Sam had been waiting for him, crouched in anticipation. Wrapping his arms about his waist and pulling at the backs of Clerc’s thighs, Sam straightened from his crouch to drive his right shoulder up and under the winger’s ribcage. At just fourteen stone, two stone lighter than Sam, Clerc was lifted into the air, his feet swept up over his head. As he fell backwards towards the ground, head and shoulders first, Sam’s grip loosened as if he already knew, even before Clerc had landed, what he’d done.


Immediately the Welsh and French forwards tightened around the point of collision, running in to shove and pull at each other’s jerseys. Wales’s Luke Charteris pulled Sam from the melee as the referee, Alain Rolland, blew on his whistle three times to break up the arguing players. Clerc lay on his back behind the scuffle, the French doctor and physio kneeling beside him.


Reaching into his pocket, Rolland pulled out a red card and showed it to Sam, pointing with his other hand off the pitch. He was sending Sam off for an illegal tip tackle. Sam walked to the touchline, his head bowed, and sat in one of the sub’s chairs. Someone placed a tracksuit across his shoulders, someone else ruffled his hair. But Sam just looked out onto the pitch, his chest still heaving with the effort of the game, trying to take in what had happened. Wales, with just a 3–0 lead and sixty minutes of the semi-final still to play, were without their captain and down to fourteen men.


Across the world commentators and fans were complaining about the harshness of Alain Rolland’s decision. Online a flurry of protests broke out on forums and websites covering the match. A yellow card, it was felt, would have been fair. The tackle had gone too far, but there’d been nothing malicious in Sam’s intent. When Sam himself, however, was shown an image of the incident, he immediately accepted Rolland’s call and said he saw no reason to appeal, accepting the citing board’s judgement of a three-week ban.


In most rugby matches, on being presented with an advantage like Sam’s sending off the opposing team would pile on the points. In international rugby, to lose a man like Sam is to lose strength in the scrum, dominance at the breakdown, cover in defence and support in attack. It is to unlock the door of victory for your opponent. Somehow, though, Wales held on and the match remained close. But their rhythm was broken. The story wasn’t meant to go this way, and it began to show.


Wales’s fly-half, James Hook, missed a penalty. France, meanwhile, kicked three. A dummy and darting try from scrum-half Mike Phillips brought Wales back into contention, but James missed the conversion. Then Stephen Jones, replacing James, missed another penalty. With just six minutes of the match left and the score lying at Wales 8 – France 9, Wales were awarded yet another penalty. The story, after everything that had happened, could still find the ending for which Wales had hoped.


The penalty was just inside the halfway line, forty-nine metres from the posts, so it was Wales’s long-range goal-kicker, twenty-two-year-old Leigh Halfpenny, who stepped up to the mark.


When Leigh was nine, his grandfather started picking him up from his primary school in Pontybrenin to take him for kicking practice on the rugby pitch in Gorseinon. If he was tired, Leigh’s grandfather would still persuade his grandson to practise. ‘Come on now,’ he’d say with a smile. ‘Let’s get it done, is it?’ Towards the end of a session he’d sometimes try to put pressure on him too, telling him, ‘One more, is it? But this one’s to beat England,’ or ‘This one’s for the final of the World Cup.’ As Leigh grew older, he needed little encouragement, practising his kicking every day of the year, including Christmas Day. The England fly-half, Jonny Wilkinson, became his role model. Leigh read all his books and watched all his DVDs just so he could study his hero’s kicking technique.


When Leigh was fifteen, he caught the eye of the Neath and Swansea Ospreys academy. But at the age of eighteen the Ospreys dropped him for being too small. Determined to make it in top-level rugby, Leigh embarked on a stringent weights regime, putting himself through sets in which he regularly ‘lifted to failure’ – until his muscles could no longer work. His parents spent thousands on nutritional supplements. At the age of nineteen, having just been signed for Cardiff Blues, Leigh made his debut for Wales.


Three years later, under the floodlights of Eden Park, Leigh prepared to take the kick for which he’d practised all his life. This was his schoolboy’s dream made reality: the penalty that could take his country into its first-ever World Cup Final. After all those hours with his grandfather on the pitch at Gorseinon, after all those years of building himself up, after the pain of the Spała training camps in Poland, the moment he’d envisaged so many times had finally come.


Removing his skullcap Leigh placed the ball on the kicking tee as if it was the last piece in a delicate puzzle. Angling it away from him, he stood and stepped backwards and then to the side. Behind him, at his shoulder, was Neil Jenkins, or ‘Jenks’, the Wales kicking coach. Jenks, reciting a quiet list of pointers, knew this kick was within Leigh’s range. And so did Leigh. In training he’d regularly converted longer kicks than this from inside his own half.


Standing with his knees slightly bent and with his hands rocking rhythmically at his sides, Leigh stared down at the ball in front of him. The roars of the crowd washed around the stadium, rising and falling like waves. Eyeing the posts for a last time he lowered his head and, slowly tipping forward, took a series of quickening steps towards the ball. Planting his left foot firmly beside the tee, Leigh struck the ball hard with his right foot, sudden and sharp, straight towards the posts.


The hands of the Welsh fans at Eden Park immediately rose above their heads. And in the Red Lion in New York, and in the Three Kings in London, and in the Millennium Stadium in Cardiff thousands of other pairs of hands also reached into the air. And rising with them, across the time zones of the world, came a cheer, voiced as one by every Welsh supporter on the planet. The ball was sailing towards the middle of the posts.


But then, instead of building to a crescendo, the cheer began to fade. The raised hands began to fall – in the Red Lion, in the Three Kings, in the Millennium Stadium – coming to rest on the tops of their owners’ heads. And that’s where they stayed, in an image of despair, as the ball, turning end over end, dropped short of the crossbar by an inch. Leigh had missed the kick.


Five minutes later the match was over, the final score Wales 8 – France 9.


The script was written. Wales had lost.




*





Skirting the edge of the pitch I walk around the stadium’s bowl to the mouth of the player’s tunnel and walk up it, the thousands of empty seats diminishing behind me. Once inside, further down the corridor that leads towards the Wales changing rooms, I can make out the eleven dark wooden boards on which every Welsh player’s cap number and name is written in gold leaf. The first, in 1881, is James Bevan, an Australian who played for my old club, Abergavenny, and the first captain of Wales. The last is number 1,089, Alex Cuthbert, a young winger who won his first cap here last month when he was twenty-one, just four years after he’d first picked up a rugby ball. Between them, nested in the tight rows at number 430, is my great-great-uncle, Archie Skym. Capped twenty times, Archie was nicknamed ‘The Butcher’, although at thirteen stone, regardless of being a prop, he’d still be the lightest member of the squad today.


I descend the flight of stairs and pass the silver dragon on the wall again. Pausing to look at it I realise this is the first thing a visiting team will see on a match day. That claw, raised between salute and attack.


Previous World Cups have been catalysts for change for Wales. In the wake of disappointing performances coaches were sacked, new methods adopted, a rash of new players brought into the squad. But the World Cup in New Zealand posed a different question for the national side. Here was a young squad, mostly at the start of their careers, already hitting their stride. They hadn’t felt lucky to be in that semi-final, but they had felt unlucky to lose it. So the question it posed to Wales was no longer one of change, but of promise. In both senses of the word.


Could Wales fulfil the promise they’d shown? And could they keep the promise they’d apparently made by playing so well at the highest level? Could they return to Europe and stamp their mark on northern-hemisphere rugby, not just by winning the coming Six Nations tournament, but by winning all five of their matches to secure a third Welsh Grand Slam in eight seasons? Only two other generations of Welsh players had ever won three Grand Slams: between 1905 and 1911, and between 1971 and 1978. Could Warren Gatland’s youngsters, with the majority of their international playing days still ahead of them, be the third golden generation of Welsh rugby? Ever since their semi-final defeat to France, this has been the question on the lips of Welsh supporters and, although unspoken, in the minds of the Welsh players too.


As I leave the stadium, nodding to Gwyn through the double plate glass of his security lodge, I know there’s no way of knowing the answer. Rugby’s script is written in the moment. Even the players in the squad do not know yet who will play in those five matches. Or which of them out celebrating tonight, as yet uncapped, might see their names added in gold leaf to those dark wooden boards. The only certainty is that those five matches will happen and that they will be won or not, each result leaving in its wake either a trail of disappointment or jubilation, celebration or mourning. ‘It’s either the wedding game or the funeral game with us,’ ‘Thumper’ Phillips, the Wales team manager, once said to me from behind his desk at the Vale. ‘Nothing in between.’


Two of those five matches will be played away, against Ireland in Dublin and England at Twickenham. The other three will be played here, on the meadow and rye grass of the Millennium Stadium. First against Scotland, then Italy, and then, in Wales’s last match of the tournament, on 17 March at 2.45 p.m., France. Whether or not that last game will also be a Grand Slam decider for Wales will depend on the balance of the scorelines of the preceding matches, each of them a challenge in its own right, in which the Welsh players will push their bodies to the limit in their attempts to tip the scales of those scorelines in their favour.










 







 







5 February


Ireland 21 – Wales 23













 







 







12 February


Wales 27 – Scotland 13













 







 







 25 February


England 12 – Wales 19













 







 







10 March


Wales 24 – Italy 3
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